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RESEARCH QUESTION: What are the sociological factors that 
influence Boston College seniors’ intended post-graduate career 
paths? 
 
 
 
HYPOTHESIS: While my research is largely inductive, there is a clear focus on 
both socioeconomic background and the influence of the Jesuit education. Thus, I 
hope to show that both factors play a role in determining students’ post-graduate 
decisions.  
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INTRODUCTION 
As an undergraduate senior at a top-tier university such as Boston College, 
I have repeatedly been asked by fellow students, family, friends, professors, and 
coworkers what I have planned for the year following graduation. This almost 
daily question has provoked hours of career planning and applications, many 
restless nights, and quite a few heated debates among peers regarding the true 
definition of success. For many students, this process will mark the first major life 
decision they will make. For that reason, there is a general unsettling fear 
circulating among the senior class as the majority of students scramble to submit 
job applications, study for the MCAT, LSAT, GRE, etc, or find the perfect 
volunteer placement.  
 Over the past two semesters, when considering my personal options I 
continuously struggled to decide whether immediate entry into the work force or a 
year of volunteering would be the best option for me. As a student from a low-
income familial background, I will be graduating with student loans and no 
financial support. This definitely limits the options I can pursue. However, I am 
accustomed to living modestly and feel no pressure to match the success of my 
parents. I want to ensure that I do not follow in the financial footsteps of both my 
mother and father and believe that launching my career directly after graduation 
would allow me greater opportunities in the future.  
On the other hand, I am an avid world traveler whose greatest passion in 
life is cultural immersion. After spending a year abroad (junior year) living in 
both South America and Europe, I have come to realize that through international 
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experiences and adventures I find a pure sense of joy. In addition, participation in 
various Jesuit-influenced service trips, retreats, and groups on campus have 
opened my eyes to the many injustices of this world and have instilled in me a 
desire to utilize my educational opportunities to help those in need. I fear that by 
entering the work force and devoting years of time and effort into my career, I 
will both miss out on immersion/volunteer opportunities and neglect my personal 
calling to serve. 
 While it was quite difficult to turn down offers to teach and volunteer my 
time in countries like Chile, Thailand, or Tanzania for the year following 
graduation, I understood that given my financial background and impending 
student loans, accepting a well-paying sales position in San Francisco was the 
best choice for me. This decision, however, was extremely influenced by my 
socioeconomic background rather than my passions.  
 When I first began planning and making choices for the year following 
graduation I felt limited in the options I could pursue as a student from a low-
income background. It was imperative that I was cognizant of my finances with 
every decision I made. Additionally, I often found myself concerned with the 
perspective that others, be it family, friends, or classmates, held of me and 
whether or not the path I would choose would help maintain my image as an 
intelligent, goal-oriented competitor in the metaphorical competition of life.  
With the pressure of money and both personal and community standards 
weighing heavily on my shoulders, I began to question how other students, from 
different socioeconomic backgrounds, made sense of their choices upon 
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graduating from Boston College, and whether or not the unique opportunity to 
attend a leading Jesuit university impacted their ultimate plan. And thus…a thesis 
was born.  
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RATIONALE 
The proposed research topic has various social implications and its 
examination is vital in the quest for a better understanding of the underlying 
influences that help shape student life after graduation. If we are able to better 
comprehend the various societal pressures faced by college seniors when making 
post-grad decisions, perhaps we can, not only implement counseling changes that 
will help cater to their needs more efficiently, but also aid individuals in a more 
personal discernment. While this study is largely inductive, a pilot focus group 
and literature review led me to believe that the post-graduate career decisions of 
Boston College seniors are largely influenced by financial stability, societal 
prestige, personal passion, and the influence of others. 
It was my hope that through my research I would also be able to support 
my hypothesis that students from different socioeconomic backgrounds make 
sense of their post-graduate options in different ways. Depending on the results of 
the study, various social implications could ensue. For example, if our data 
analysis reveals that many low-income students do not apply for graduate 
programs due to lack of funds, we can use this information in the hopes of 
creating new financial aid or scholarship programs. Perhaps we may conclude that 
low-income students are not taking the opportunity to explore travel/volunteer 
options because they fear they will not have the opportunity to enter the job 
market later. If this is the case, we can provide volunteer organizations with this 
information so they can alter their marketing strategy in a way that promotes 
economic prosperity and opportunity once organizational service is complete. On 
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the other hand, perhaps we will discover that high-income students are ignoring 
their passions in order to follow in the footsteps of their parents. We can use this 
information, especially at a university like Boston College, to further reinforce the 
importance of individual talent and vocation. 
Another concept that I wish to explore more thoroughly is the impact of 
the Jesuit ideals on the post-graduate decisions of Boston College seniors. Boston 
College is a Catholic Jesuit University that emphasizes “education of the whole 
self, being “men and women for others” and “setting the world aflame”. Do 
students believe that their Jesuit education has had an impact on their post-grad 
decisions? On campus there are various retreats (48 Hours, Halftime, Kairos), 
service trips (Appalachia, Arrupe, Jemez), service groups (4Boston and Campus 
School) and university courses (Courage to Know, Capstone) that reinforce and 
encourage the Jesuit ideals of being a well-rounded student, capable of bettering 
oneself in order to better the world. Because the Jesuit ideals are so heavily 
infiltrated into the coursework and extra curricular activities in which many 
students partake, I theorize that students will feel as though their career plans after 
graduation have been influenced by their Jesuit education, with those more 
involved reporting a greater influence.  
If my theory regarding the influence of Jesuit education is correct, Jesuit-
inspired campus programs will have the benefit of knowing that they are 
positively and effectively impacting the student body. Coordinators and leaders 
can also further implement and expand upon specific factors deemed most 
influential by the students. On the other hand, if my hypothesis is disproved and 
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students report little to no correlation between Jesuit education and post-grad 
career plans, organizations on campus can make the necessary changes to their 
program infrastructures to ensure more successful implementation in the future.  
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CONCEPTS AND VARIABLES 
 
Career Plans: for my investigation the concept of career plans will be defined by 
four main variables, (1) entering the work force, (2) continuation of schooling, (3) 
volunteering (4) traveling/taking time off.  
 
Socioeconomic Background: defining socioeconomic background is too complex 
a task for participants and studies show that most people wrongly classify 
themselves as “middle class” when, in truth, they are to be considered upper or 
lower class. For that reason, classes will be defined by parents’ occupations, 
parents’ educational levels, and home ownership (whether they own their primary 
or secondary/tertiary homes). While income is included in the conceptualization, 
many students may not know the exact income or may feel uncomfortable 
sharing. Thus, this information will not be included. For my investigation I will 
rely on the works of William Thompson and Joseph Hickey, 2005 and Leonard 
Beeghley, 2004 and refer to the social class categorization they created. This is 
detailed below: 
 Lower Class students are classified as individuals whose parents have 
limited or unstable participation in the work force. Their parents’ positions 
are poorly paid and do not provide job security. Some have graduated 
from some high school. Average household income is roughly $18,000. 
Students receive financial aid and their families do not own their primary 
home. 
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 Working Class students are classified as individuals whose parents are 
clerical or blue-collar workers. Their jobs have little economic security. 
Some have graduated from some high school. Average incomes range 
from $20,000 to $50,000. Students receive financial aid and their families 
most likely do not own their primary home. 
 Lower-Middle Class students are classified as individuals whose parents 
are semi-professionals and craftsmen with some work autonomy. At least 
one parents is college educated and household incomes commonly range 
from $40,000 to $80,000. These students may receive financial aid and 
their families may own their primary home. 
 Upper-Middle Class students are classified as individuals whose parents 
are professionals and managers. They are highly educated, often with 
graduate degrees. The average household income varies from the high 5-
figure range to well above $100,000. These students may receive financial 
aid and their families may own a second home.  
 Upper Class students are classified as individuals whose parents are to-
level executives, celebrities, heirs, politicians, etc. These families are 
multi-millionaires whose incomes commonly exceed $400,000. Ivy league 
education is very common. These students do not receive financial aid and 
may own a second or third home. 
 
*NOTE: For the purpose of this sociological study, students have been 
separated into three socioeconomic backgrounds: (1) Low-Income, (2) 
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Middle-Income, and (3) High-Income. Because the study aims to solely reveal 
the ways in which socioeconomic background plays a role in determining the 
post-graduate decisions of Boston College seniors, rather than students from 
universities across the nation, a matrix was created, which separates students 
into the three categories, relative to other Boston College participants. While 
students may, in fact, fall into a different socioeconomic background, 
according to the more stratified and complex system developed by William 
Thompson and Joseph Hickey, and Leonard Beeghley, for the purpose of this 
study, relative matrix scaling was utilized.  
 
Jesuit Education: the concept of Jesuit education will explore the ways in which 
(1) retreats, (2) service trips, (3) campus clubs, or (4) classes influence the post-
grad decisions of Boston College seniors. Ideas such as (a) education of the whole 
person, (b) “men and women for others”, and (c) “setting the world aflame” will 
be explored. 
 
Success: the concept of success comprises the initial inspiration for this research 
project. I am very interested in understanding the discrepancies between the ways 
in which Boston College seniors define success. Variables pertaining to this 
concept may include: 
Subjective Reasoning:  
(1) Intrinsic Values: importance placed on autonomy and interest. 
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(2) Social Values: importance placed on working with people and making 
contributions to society. 
Objective Reasoning: 
(3) Prestige Values: importance of having a prominent and well-respected 
occupation. 
(4) Extrinsic Values: importance of making money and having job 
security.  
(Duffy et al., 152). 
 
Additional Variables:  
Career decision-making self-efficacy, refers to how confident an individual feels 
in his or her ability to make career decisions. In many instances career decisions 
will be influenced by others (family, friends, student peers, teachers) or by one’s 
personal level of self-efficacy, how confident they are in their ability to succeed.  
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
  
 The process of choosing a profession or possible career path is comprised 
of an extremely complex series of events throughout an individual’s development. 
While early literature may argue that the decision making process is a logical and 
rational process through which individuals pursue a professional path that 
encapsulates their passions and skills, recent research has shown that various 
external factors play a substantial role in one’s ultimate decision, often beyond the 
individual’s conscious recognition (Duffy et al., 150). It is not uncommon for 
adults to find themselves in an occupational position that directly conflicts with 
their skills or passions. In fact, in 2010 CBS News released an article stating that 
only “45% of Americans are satisfied with their work” (CBSNews, 2010) 
supporting the idea that various influencers beyond our control help to shape our 
destinies and that the career decisions we make along the way are often uncoupled 
with happiness or passion.  
 Below is a chart outlining the various influencers that add to the overall 
complexity of the career decision-making process. Throughout my research 
almost all of these factors were considered or analyzed; however, I have chosen 
select concepts to delve deeper into and analyze based on the population at hand 
and my personal theories. Nonetheless, to introduce many of the concepts at 
work, it is important to view and understand this chart to better comprehend the 
intricate details that comprise this life-changing decision procedure that was 
developed of by the father of vocational guidance, Frank Parsons, as a logical 
process of matching individuals with appropriate professions (Mitchell et al., 
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116). Throughout this study I aim to reveal the inaccuracy of Parsons’ 
presumption and expose and explore the complexities of the career decision-
making process at Boston College. 
 
 
Ascribed and Achieved Characteristics: An Overview: 
 From the moment we are born, humans enter into a society filled with 
expectations and preconceived notions. In “Categorically Unequal”, Douglas S. 
Massey describes how “all human societies have a social structure that divides 
people into categories based on a combination of achieved and ascribed traits” 
(Massey, 1). Achieved traits are those which people obtain through the course of 
their lives as they encounter and react to different experiences that shape their 
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personalities. These types of traits would fall under the “nurture” category. 
Ascribed traits, however, are traits that are apparent at birth, meaning, traits that 
one is born into. These types of traits would fall under the “nature” category. 
Although both types of traits are quite different, together they form the entirety of 
ones characterization. 
 According to the research at hand, unalterable ascribed characteristics, 
such as gender, race, socioeconomic background, and religion, will play a large 
role in students’ everyday lives and, ultimately, will have a profound influence on 
their pursued career paths. Throughout development, their ideas of the world will 
be shaped by their personal experiences, similar to Weber’s theory of elective 
affinity (Gerth et al., 48), which will be discussed shortly. Individuals will 
develop an understanding of their capabilities and limitations based on experience 
and societal feedback. Their personalities, passions, motivators, etc. will all form 
out of these experiences and, as a result, their achieved characteristics will take 
shape. Together, ascribed and achieved characteristics act as important 
influencers leading up to the decision-making process. They form the essence of 
each individual’s personality and will, ultimately, help determine their path. 
 When analyzing both the quantitative and qualitative data, it will be 
imperative to take into consideration the ascribed characteristics of the 
respondents, mainly gender, race, and socioeconomic background, as various 
studies have shown an overwhelming correlation between said characteristics and 
pursued profession. In fact, a study performed by Henderson, Hesketh, and Tuffin 
in 1988 showed that as early as age five, children have begun to limit acceptable 
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occupational alternatives on the basis of gender, and that by age nine, they have 
begun to do the same on the basis of socioeconomic status (Henderson et al., 
1988). This data supports the basis of traditional role theory, which holds that 
humans are likely to act in a way that perpetuates the characteristics of the role 
society has bestowed upon them. Even before we take into consideration our 
achieved characteristics, we place limitations on possible professional pursuits 
based on sex, skin color, and financial background. While people have a tendency 
to gravitate towards careers where they will have the opportunity to further 
explore their passions or interact with others similar to them in important ways, 
there are many circumstances where people’s career choices are not conducive to 
this type of environment (Lent et al., 316) and an exploration of ascribed 
characteristics is perhaps the most valid explanation why. 
 
Ascribed Characteristic: Gender/Race 
 In regards to gender, research demonstrates significant and consistent 
differences between males and females with respect to self-efficacy for traditional 
and non-traditional roles (Betz et al., 400). Self-efficacy, or one’s level of 
confidence in regards to their ability to perform tasks and achieve goals, is a large 
determinant of social behavior and decision-making. Males generally report 
having a higher self-efficacy for both traditional and non-traditional occupations 
while females report much lower self-efficacy for non-traditional occupations 
(Betz et al., 400). In other words, professions such as “doctor”, “lawyer”, or 
“police officer” are deemed to be realistic professions solely for males while both 
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males and females deem traditionally female roles such as “nurse”, “teacher”, or 
“secretary” to be realistic professions. Thus, females have a greater tendency to 
limit their professional options based on societal gender limitations.  
 In addition, inherent differences have been found in how males and 
females prioritize factors influencing career decisions. According to a study 
aimed at determining the factors most important to students in making long-term 
career choices, men placed a greater emphasis on making money while women 
valued working with others and making contributions to society (Duffy et al., 
151). Perhaps this gender discrepancy can be attributed to a societal pressure for 
men to find a stable and financially rewarding career that could support their 
families (Abu-Saad et al., 1997) while women feel less pressure and often pursue 
socially based careers (Betz, 2005). These two conflicting values, money vs. 
passion, represent the essence of the well contemplated age-old question, “What 
is success?” which is the inspiration for this thesis. 
 The discrepancy is apparent between races as well. Duffy and Sedlacek 
deduced that white students place a greater emphasis on having independence and 
intrinsic interest in their work while African Americans and Asian Americans 
supported extrinsic work values (Duffy et al., 152). It is also vital that we take 
into consideration the economic and social limitations placed on Hispanics and 
African Americans in the United States. According to the United States Bureau of 
the Census in 2010, the average family income for Whites was $54,620, for 
Blacks was $32,068, and for Hispanics was $37,759 (U.S. Bureau of the Census). 
It is apparent that our society continues to marginalize minorities and limit their 
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professional and economic opportunities. While the societal factors that 
perpetuate these divergent values between genders and races are limitless, my 
research is focused more on socioeconomic background and its role in the 
decision making process. 
 
Ascribed Characteristic: Socioeconomic Background 
 In an ideal world, students would have the opportunity to further explore 
their passions in relation to a career after graduation. However, with the current 
economic instability and increasing stratification, the majority of young American 
adults find that their options are limited by their need to start paying back student 
loans or provide for themselves. With a limited number of jobs on the market, 
students must often rely on their “contacts” to secure themselves a position. 
However, in most cases, only the high-income students have access to such 
contacts and, thus, have a greater opportunity for success. These economic factors 
add to the economic segregation apparent in society. 
 To fully understand the vital role that economic class plays in one’s life it 
is important that the capitalistic structure of the United States be explored on a 
deeper level. Through a greater comprehension of the debilitating stronghold that 
economic status has on its subjects, the results of my study can better analyzed. 
However, we must keep in mind that the population under study is seniors at a 
private 4-year university in the Northeast. While this population is not reflective 
of the entire population of the United States, there are many students on campus 
who receive federal financial aid. According to US News, “at Boston College, 
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42.4 percent of full-time undergraduates receive some kind of need-based 
financial aid and the average need-based scholarship or grant award is $28,687” 
(US News). There exists great income stratification between the wealthiest and 
poorest students. It is through this stratification that I hope to acquire results 
supporting my theory that students from different socioeconomic backgrounds 
make sense of their career choices in different ways. 
Class structure in the United States seems to reproduce itself and, as a 
result, the poor remain poor while the wealthy remain wealthy. While it is 
possible for individuals to change their economic status, the stratification and 
difference in opportunities one has at birth allows for an unequal system of 
resources and increased status replication (Kerbo: 2006, Solon: 1992).  Not only 
is one’s access to higher education unequal, aiding in an unequal probability of 
success, the social capital that a wealthy child gains just from being born opens up 
countless doors of opportunity. To further understand this idea, the concepts of 
cultural and social capital, originally proposed by Pierre Bourdieu, are explored 
(Bourdieu, 241-258). 
Cultural capital, as described in “It’s Not What You Know But Who You 
Know” from The Meritocracy Myth by Stephen J. McNamee and Robert K. 
Miller Jr. “refers to knowledge of the norms, values, beliefs, and ways of life of 
the groups to which people belong”. Essentially, the goal is to conform to 
accepted societal forms of expression and interaction to avoid fluctuation from the 
“norm” and negative persecution, as a result. When discussing monetary success, 
it is important to note a certain etiquette that must be respected and, in some 
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cases, students of higher-income families have an advantage. For example Student 
A and Student B wish to work for a Fortune 500 company and are partaking in 
two separate final round dinner interviews with a partner from the firm. If Student 
A mispronounces “filet mignon” when he orders, forgets to put his napkin on his 
lap, and eats with his mouth open, he will fail in comparison with Student B, 
whose father is a successful businessman and has instilled in him, throughout 
development, proper forms of social expression and etiquette. Social capital, on 
the other hand, is based on whom you know and the opportunity you have to 
advance in society because of it. This type of capital is the basis behind the phrase 
“It’s not what you know, but who you know”. The benefits of holding greater 
levels of social capital are incredible. While some students may be less qualified 
than others for a position, they are likely to receive the job offer if their father’s 
business partner is the head recruiter with the company. Both forms of capital 
differ from economic capital, which is simply your class in society based on your 
income. Although all three forms of capital have their differences, they work, 
hand in hand, towards one’s prosperity: as one gains social capital they are 
exposed to a wider group of people who present a greater array of opportunities. 
If these opportunities are pursued, there is a good chance one’s economic capital 
will, in turn, increase. Inevitably if one does not adopt an acceptable level of 
cultural capital in their new environment it will act as a disadvantage.  
While low-income students may face limited options due to financial 
restrictions, the pressure placed on high-income students to reproduce the wealth 
of their parents must not be ignored. Students from high-income backgrounds 
 Montalto, 22 
may feel limited in the sense that they cannot pursue their passion because it will 
not offer them enough financial stability. In addition, while these students may 
not have formal student loans to repay, they may feel indebted to their parents, 
who have invested a great deal of money into their education. They will, thus, opt 
for a career that suits their personal interests less and their financial interests more 
(Lent et al., 316).  
 
Boston College: An Upper-Middle Class Haven 
Rated one of the top 12 schools nationwide in terms of little class 
interaction (Princeton Review), Boston College has a reputation, not only in the 
Boston area, but also nationwide, for being a pretentious campus full of spoiled, 
white, upper-middle class students. In fact, in a preliminary focus group 
conducted in late November, one student from a low-income family stated, “At 
first I felt uncomfortable with my real situation. Freshmen year, I remember 
feeling extremely overwhelmed by the wealth of my peers”. While websites like 
College Prowler have rewarded Boston College with A’s in the categories of 
academics, sports, and attractiveness both of male and female students, we 
received a C+ for diversity. In addition, on the College Prowler forum one 
prospective student for the Class of 2017 commented, “I am from California and 
would NOT describe myself as preppy. Would I fit in at a school like BC? It has 
everything I'm looking for but I worry that I wouldn't fit in” (College Prowler). 
Through the use of various websites, prospective students gain a preliminary 
understanding of the student body, without personally experiencing the culture on 
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campus. These preconceived notions of the characteristics of the student body will 
inherently shape their experience, how they choose to present themselves, and 
further perpetuate the “preppy” campus culture. 
But why is Boston College mostly an upper-middle class campus with 
little diversity? There are various factors that play into this perpetuating cycle, 
however, the two main contributing factors are the increasingly costly tuition and 
the lack of diversity that discourages minority enrollment. According to the 
official Boston College Office of Undergraduate Admission, the total cost for an 
incoming freshman for the 2012-2013 academic year will total almost $57,000. 
Over the course of their four years at Boston College, students will thus be 
making an investment of almost $228,000, a price that low-income and most 
middle-income families cannot afford. This costly investment may discourage 
low-income students to apply or enroll, allowing more space for students from 
families who can afford the lofty tuition.  
In addition, many students may be discouraged to apply because of the 
“rich kid school” reputation that Boston College has developed. Like the 
prospective student who voiced her concern on College Prowler, if low-income 
students, or even students who would not identify themselves as “preppy”, feel 
uncomfortable with the “J-Crew U” reputation that Princeton Review has dubbed 
Boston College (Princeton Review), they are likely to apply elsewhere, again, 
leaving space for those more comfortable with that lifestyle. This cycle is all a 
result of role theory, as previously discussed. Again, humans are likely to act in a 
way that perpetuates the characteristics of the role society has bestowed upon 
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them. When applied to the student body and campus culture at Boston College, so 
long as the common sentiment displayed by the media and population is that 
Boston College is a preppy upper-middle class university full of white spoiled 
students, the student body will conform to this idea and continue to perpetuate this 
stereotype in order to feel societal acceptance. 
 Thanks to a very supportive and generous financial aid program, low-
income students are rewarded the opportunity to enroll at Boston College, 
however, once on campus they will make sense of their experiences in a very 
different way and will most likely have a different set of opportunities awarded to 
them. While organizations such as Montserrat Coalition help students better 
assimilate to campus life through free event ticket lotteries, counseling, and 
workshops, the extra-curricular activities, academic choices, social life, and time 
management pressures of low-income students will all be affected by their 
socioeconomic status. 
 For example, as a senior from a low-income family, I can say with 
certainty that of my various ascribed characteristics, none have had such a 
profound effect on my Boston College experience as my socioeconomic 
background. To elaborate, freshman and sophomore year I had trouble adjusting 
socially and finding a group of people who I could truly open up to. My feelings 
as an outsider often inhibited my comfort and happiness on campus and, as a 
result, negatively affected my GPA. As I became more comfortable and open with 
my familial financial background, I noticed my GPA increase exponentially. 
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However, the added pressures of financial independence have continued to weigh 
me down throughout my four years at Boston College.  
As a senior with no “safety net” or family contacts to fall back on for a job 
offer, I felt obligated to devote at least 15 hours each week to my job search, 
before being hired. Had I not secured a job with a set income, I would not have 
had the luxury of returning home to live with my parents, because my house was 
foreclosed and my parents are both unemployed. In addition to my five-class 
schedule, I work two jobs, which, together, demand between 20-30 hours per 
week. Because of this immense time commitment, I was unable to partake in 
certain extra curricular activities that I would have enjoyed during my college 
years. In addition, I attend social events far less than the average student because I 
must work on the weekends. While these encapsulate some of the major 
implications of my socioeconomic background on my Boston College experience, 
its effect has been ineffable and setbacks countless. Through my research I hope 
to determine if and how students from different socioeconomic backgrounds make 
sense of their post-graduate career options differently, for I know my financial 
situation is the leading factor influencing my decision and I hypothesize other 
students may feel similarly.  
 
Achieved Characteristics: An Overview: 
Unlike ascribed characteristics, to which each individual is predestined, 
achieved characteristics are acquired throughout the course of one’s existence and 
are dependent on the experiences they encounter. To better understand the 
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complexity and importance of achieved characteristics, a discussion of Weberian 
theory will be presented. It is essential to analyze Max Weber’s theory of elective 
affinity and its role in influencing the society in which we live. According to 
Weber, one’s ideas about the world and how it works are primarily shaped by his 
or her experiences. Through this belief, he is challenging the traditional notion 
that one’s experiences are shaped by his or her ideas, a theory widely accepted 
before Weber’s time. Each individual has personal experiences because he or she 
encounters specific occurrences and interactions that are unique to him or her. 
Again, these experiences help determine the perspective each individual will hold 
of the world. (Gerth et al., 48). 
 Weber’s theory is extremely useful and applicable for this research 
because he understands that many things can occur in society outside of our 
ability to structure or predict them. While a female student of color, born into a 
low-income family, may be less likely to achieve financial success than a white 
male student born into a high-income family, there are various instances when 
expectations are proven incorrect and individuals defy the societal prospects 
placed on them. If career path was solely determined by ascribed characteristics 
then Oprah Winfrey should have never become, not only a household name, but 
also one of the most successful women in American history, with a net worth of 
over $2.7 billion. Born to two low-income unwed high school students, Oprah 
experienced a precarious and demanding upbringing, which traditionally 
predestined her for failure. However, support from her grandmother and positive 
reinforcement from teachers aided in her hard-work and ultimate success. 
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Through her story we better comprehend the effects and importance of acquired 
or achieved characteristics. Although Oprah was a black, low-income female, 
through her various skills and the positive influence of others, she developed the 
confidence and drive to succeed. This self-confidence can be better defined as 
self-efficacy or, “a person’s belief in his/her ability to successfully complete a 
behavior or set of behaviors” (Chung, 278). Our discussion of achieved 
characteristics will be centered on the concept of self-efficacy, its determinants, 
outcomes, and importance in the process of career decision-making.  
 
Achieved Characteristics: Skill/Performance: 
 An individual’s level of confidence that they are capable of achieving or 
succeeding is important in our understanding of the ways in which their intended 
career path takes shape for several reasons. However, to begin, it is vital that we 
explore the determinants of self-efficacy or the factors that influence one’s 
personal level of self-efficacy. The first factor influencing self-efficacy is 
individual skill or performance. “If people discover an activity or skill for which 
they can expect positive results, a skill that they are good at, they are more likely 
to form goals for sustaining or increasing their involvement in the activity (Lent 
and Brown, 314). For example, if a student consistently overachieves in 
mathematics throughout grade school, they are likely to declare a major in 
mathematics or a related field, because achievement yields further involvement. 
On the other hand, if that student struggles to express his or her intelligence 
through writing or literary analysis, he or she is unlikely to pursue a degree in 
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English, Literature, or related fields. This process will continue during students’ 
career planning and those who excelled academically in a certain area are likely to 
pursue a career in that area or one that calls for a similar skill-set.  
 
Achieved Characteristics: Influence of Others 
 More important than one’s achievement, however, is their perceived level 
of achievement or skill. Research has suggested that people’s occupational 
interests are “less a reflection of their objective capabilities than of their perceived 
capabilities” (Lent et al., 315). Furthermore, others immensely influence their 
perceived capabilities, through negative or positive reinforcement. As children, 
and as students, we are exposed to various experiences that have the potential to 
influence our career choices later in life. As we partake in various activities, 
classes, etc., we receive feedback, both negative and positive, from those around 
us. This feedback acts as a tool of reinforcement, i.e. if we believe we are 
succeeding and are told that, in fact, we are succeeding, our belief is solidified 
and we develop a greater level of confidence in regards to this specific skill. 
Throughout development, as we hone in on our unique and specific skill sets, we 
better understand our efficacy in relation to this specific activity and we expand 
our personal expectations (Lent et al., 313). 
 Once we have established our level of self-efficacy in relation to certain 
skills, we are more likely, as previously stated, to engage in work that requires 
those skills. However the importance of self-efficacy extends further to the actual 
decision making process. Studies have shown that “those with higher career 
 Montalto, 29 
decision-making self-efficacy tended to be more committed to career planning 
and goal setting” (Chung, 278). In other words, those who believe they will 
succeed are more likely to plan for their future career and, as Louie Pasteur once 
said, “Chance only favors the prepared mind”. Those who are better prepared and 
organized during their career planning process are more likely to receive a job 
offer. In this chain of relations, it can be summarized that those who have 
received positive reinforcement and have, in turn, developed a greater level of 
self-efficacy, will be more proactive in the job search and will thus be more likely 
to (a) receive a job or (b) be exposed to chance events.  
 
Acquired Characteristics: Chance Events 
 A chance event is an “unplanned, accidental, unpredictable, or 
unintentional event or encounter” that can potentially have an impact on career 
development and behavior (Bright, et al., 562). In many cases, career planning is 
comprised of a series of unplanned events or interactions, rather than a 
“succession of logical choices” (Bright, et al., 562). Serendipitous events, while 
less frequent with professional level positions, have had a great impact on the 
career decisions of many students. Research findings show that not only is there a 
widespread prevalence of chance events influencing career decisions, but also that 
some individuals attribute their career decisions to various choice events (Bright, 
et al., 567). 
 However, it is important to recognize that chance events are dependent on 
each individual and the opportunities with which they surround themselves. 
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Positive, beneficial, and often lucrative chance events will favor select individuals 
who attain a certain social and economic capital (Mitchell, et al., 116). 
Throughout the study conducted by Mitchell, Levin, and Krumboltz, the theory of 
Planned Happenstance is developed. This paradoxical theory holds that “humans 
are born with differing characteristics and predispositions at a given time and 
place to parents not of their own choosing. They grow up in an environment 
where innumerable unpredictable events occur that provide opportunities for 
learning of both a positive and negative nature” (116). Planned happenstance 
theory is a conceptual framework extending towards the creation and 
transformation of unplanned events into opportunities for learning (117). Planned 
happenstance is intentionally phrased as an oxymoron because while these events 
are unexpected, individuals should, ideally, capitalize on them and use them in 
their career planning. As described, however, with cultural capital, students from 
high-income families will have a greater opportunity for exposure to the types of 
“chance events” that would lead to prosperous and profitable careers. 
 
During the Decision-Making Process: 
 There exist countless factors that, throughout development, will 
ultimately greatly influence the career decisions of Boston College seniors. While 
these factors and characteristics, both ascribed and achieved, may influence or 
greatly predispose a student towards a certain career path, it is imperative that we 
take into consideration the intricacy of the actual decision making process, at 
present. There must be a clear distinction “between (a) distal, background 
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influences that precede and help shape interests and self-cognitions and (b) 
proximal influences that come into play during the active phases of choice 
making” (Lent et al., 317).  As we have stated, early literature has argued that the 
decision making process is logical and rational, however, recent data has revealed 
the complexity of the process. Humans make use of various “heuristic devices”, 
which enable them to make sense of the great deal of information that could 
possibly affect their decisions. We have a tendency to welcome information that 
supports the choices we are already considering, while being less receptive to 
information that conflicts with our proposed paths (Krieshok, 215). In other 
words, we choose to hear what we want to hear. In addition to unconsciously 
rejecting certain information that would conflict with our projected paths, we also 
“distort information as a way of achieving cognitive simplicity, a state that would 
be more likely to yield a decision” (Krieshok, 216). In essence, if a student wishes 
to volunteer after graduation, rather than enter the work force, he or she is more 
likely to be receptive to information supporting her decision, whether that be 
articles discussing the importance of taking time off after college or videos about 
the values of volunteering, etc. In addition, if a student is contemplating their post 
grad decisions and is favoring graduate school over entering the work force, he or 
she will be more partial to listening to the advice of those who agree that graduate 
school is the right option, as a form of personal verification. In fact, the opinions 
and advice of others also play an essential role in the decision making process.  
 Past research suggests that while there are various forms of doing so, 
individuals almost always consider others in their decision-making processes. One 
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study explored the various ways in which others can be involved in the decision 
making process and concluded there were three main outlets (1) recruitment, (2) 
choice, and (3) rejection. Recruitment involves the decision maker’s desire to 
involve those around them in their process, actively seeking guidance. Choice is 
the active desire to be involved in another’s decision-making process and, finally, 
rejection involves an individual pushing people away from involvement (Phillips, 
et al., 208). In the same study, “Making Career Decisions in a Relational 
Context”, researchers found that 86% of participants showed evidence of both of 
the two themes in which others are explicitly involved (Recruitment and Choice), 
and that 100% showed evidence of at least one of the two (Phillips, et al., 208).  
 In addition to the use of others in the decision making process, Social 
Comparison Theory, proposed by Festinger in 1954, states that “individuals are 
motivated to evaluate the outcomes they attain and they will attempt to obtain 
such information by comparing their actions and outcomes to those of other 
similar people”. In fact, hundreds of studies have confirmed and further analyzed 
this comparison theory, adding to its validity (Heslin, 119). For students, senior 
year introduces a new measure of success, outshining the typical GPA 
comparison. The plans one makes for the year after graduation act as a symbol of 
success. Those with higher paying jobs or recipients of esteemed awards or 
scholarships like the Fulbright are deemed more successful than those taking time 
off or those who committed to a job with mediocre pay. Thus, in accordance with 
Festinger’s Social Comparison Theory, not only do students’ loved ones play a 
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large role in their decision making process, so too do their classmates. It becomes 
a competition and, naturally, students compete to win. 
 
The Role of Jesuit Education: 
 While we have examined the various factors that may influence the post-
grad decisions of Boston College seniors, we have yet to discuss the reasons why 
these choices are so important. What do we, as humans, wish to achieve through 
our career? Surely we hope to find success in what we do but how, exactly, do 
we, as Boston College seniors, define success? Does my personal definition of 
success differ greatly from that of my roommate, teammate, or lab partner? If so, 
why?  
 As a Jesuit Catholic university offering a liberal arts education, Boston 
College exposes its students to an array of disciplines, experiences, and ideas. The 
university’s emphasis on “education of the whole self” is demonstrated through 
its acceptance of well-rounded students, its core curriculum, and the importance it 
places on extra curricular activities. Boston College also stresses the importance 
of being “men and women for others”, which is illustrated by the many service 
groups, both domestic and international, present on campus. From our first days 
as eagles at orientation, we are taught about the Jesuit ideals yet I doubt, at that 
moment, we are aware of how much of an impact they will have on our time at 
Boston College. While I can only speak for myself, the Jesuit ideals that are 
exercised both inside the classroom and through campus events and extra 
curricular activities have had a profound effect on my post-graduate decision 
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plans. Throughout this study I wanted to gather insight into the effects of the 
Jesuit education on the members of the Class of 2013. Is Boston College 
accurately preparing their students to “set the world aflame,” or are students 
overlooking the importance of the Jesuit ideals when they attempt to formulate 
their personal definitions of success? 
 Literature presents two principal ways in which humanity has, over time, 
discussed success. Objective career success can best be attributed to verifiable 
attainments such as pay, promotions, and occupational status. This definition of 
success has become the standard in our modern capitalistic society (Heslin, 114). 
In fact, between 1980 and 1994, more than 75% of the career-related articles 
published in major interdisciplinary journals focused solely on objective success 
when discussing success (Heslin, 114). Perhaps the overwhelming pairing of 
monetary value with success can be attributed to the way in which education and 
society portray success, objectively. Subjective success, on the other hand, is an 
individual’s reaction to his or unfolding career experiences as they pertain to job 
satisfaction. While objective success often guarantees financial stability, 
subjective success ensures happiness. Because the essence of what brings people 
happiness is extremely subjective, through this study I am less concerned with 
which type of success that students value but, moreso, why.  
 Through its ongoing campaign to provide an “education of the whole 
self” to its students, Boston College provides various service, discernment, and 
religious opportunities through which students can develop a better relationship 
with God, themselves, and those around them. Service programs like Appalachia 
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and Arrupe aim to immerse students into underprivileged communities, both 
domestic and international, in hopes of teaching the value of solidarity, 
community, and volunteering. These programs seek to expose students to a world 
much different than the one campus provides, in order to demonstrate the often 
harsh realities faced by populations elsewhere. During orientation we are told that 
we have a responsibility, as Boston College students, to capitalize on our 
educational opportunities for ourselves and for those who will never have the 
same chance we were given. We must educate and help ourselves in hopes of 
helping others.  
 To clarify and further expand upon the Jesuit ideals, Boston College 
promotes various retreat weekends including 48 Hours, Kairos, and Halftime, 
where students are challenged to assert personal vulnerability as a way to discern 
inner flaws, desires, fears, and their relationship with God. More specifically, 48 
Hours assists freshmen as they adjust to the pressures of first year experience 
while helping students discover that they are not alone in their sadness, 
frustrations, or doubts. Kairos, meaning “God’s time”, helps students develop a 
closer relationship with God through letters of love and support sent in by friends 
and family. 
 Finally, and most relevant to this study, Halftime hopes to shed light on 
the career decision-making process and introduces three guiding questions 
constructed to help students find their true vocation. Research does, in fact, show 
that interventions can help to increase decidedness and other vocationally related 
outcomes, factors that may limit a student’s ability to choose a profession 
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(Krieshok, 214). The guiding questions of Halftime encapsulate much of the 
research previously discussed, without any mention of objective success, 
demonstrating the ideal that true and successful vocation lacks financial emphasis. 
The guiding questions are as follows: (1) What brings you joy? (2) What are you 
good at? (3) What does the world need you to be? Through my research I hope to 
better understand if students are choosing career paths that they truly believe will 
bring them personal joy. I focus on this aspect because, as we have already 
discussed, if people discover activities they are likely to achieve in, they are more 
prone to increase their involvement in that activity, which Father Michael Himes, 
Halftime representative, would definitely condone, because without the necessary 
skill-set relevant to a certain occupation, pursuit of success within that field is 
very unlikely. In addition, the question of what the world needs of us as students 
is far too complex a question for students to discuss in an hour-long focus group 
and it is my belief that it takes years of introspection to truly answer that question. 
However, what brings us, as individuals, joy is something known best by us. The 
pursuit of a career path that will bring you joy is what the Jesuit community of 
Boston College desires for their graduating students… a career in which students 
are passionate. As Max Weber once said, “For nothing is worthy of man as man 
unless he can pursue it with passionate devotion” (Gerth et al., 135).  
 
 
 
 
 Montalto, 37 
RESEARCH METHODS 
The research conducted consisted of both surveys and small focus groups, 
which made data collection more expansive and informative. Through the 
distribution of online surveys, I was able to obtain a greater understanding of the 
decisions Boston College seniors were making, quantitatively. This portion of the 
research answered the question, “What are Boston College seniors doing after 
graduation?” In addition, focus groups were conducted to not only add a more 
intimate and enveloping understanding but also to provide an answer to the 
complementary question “Why are Boston College seniors making these 
decisions” or “What are the societal factors influencing these decisions?” While 
survey respondents were questioned about their motives for selecting particular 
post-graduate plans, these responses were limited to 4-6 sentences, and most 
respondents only wrote one or two quick thoughts. Thus, through focus groups, 
students were given the opportunity to vocalize and further elaborate upon the 
intricacies of their decision-making process, enriching the research with a more 
accurate and detailed account of the various ways in which each student has been 
influenced by his or her own experience. 
The population chosen for my sample was comprised of Boston College 
seniors in the Class of 2013. Data was collected from students of all majors and 
each of the 4 schools. However, it is vital to note that the data gathered from 
students in the College of Arts and Sciences was most valuable because of the 
range of majors and disciplines offered and, thus, the diversity of respondents. 
The large majority of Carroll School of Management students will be entering the 
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work force right after graduation. Students in the Connell School of Nursing will, 
most likely, be continuing along their nursing path and it is probable that students 
in the Lynch School of Education will be pursuing their masters in education. 
Because it is problematic to generalize while surveying, data was collected, again, 
from students from each of the 4 schools on campus. However, the paths of these 
students are largely predetermined, in comparison with students in Arts and 
Sciences. As a result, these individuals are less prone to formative societal 
influences that could shape career plans and, thus, experience a less complex and 
contemplative decision-making process. 
Participants were gathered through word-of-mouth and social media 
(Facebook). A link to the online survey was provided in the “Boston College 
Class of 2013” Facebook group page along with a brief synopsis of my research 
topic. In addition, I spoke with professors on campus in order to gain permission 
to visit their classes and speak for the first 3-5 minutes about my research 
question in order to recruit more senior participants.  
As a current Boston College senior who has struggled with the same 
decisions, I had an extreme insider positionality, which added a great deal of 
validity to my data. Because the population I studied was so large, I did not have 
any sampling or data collection issues. Many students were not only willing but 
also eager to discuss their post-grad plans in the focus groups and, through their 
participation, informed me that they obtained vital insight that could potentially 
help shape their future plans.  As a moderator, I did not disclose any details about 
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my socioeconomic background or intended career plans, in order to avoid possible 
bias.  
Online Surveys: 
The online survey portion of the research was descriptive in nature 
because population data was obtained, which helped me to better understand post-
graduate decision-making on a more quantitative scale. To begin data collection, I 
quantitatively surveyed 130 students through an online Qualtrics account. The 
survey was distributed until an appropriate level of respondent diversity was 
achieved in regards to gender and socioeconomic background. Upon completion 
of survey distribution 46% of respondents were males and 54% of respondents 
were females. In addition, there was a fairly equal distribution of students across 
the socioeconomic spectrum.  
Non-probability quota sampling was used for the survey portion of data 
collection. Because the population of 2,300 students to draw from was so large, 
through quota sampling I was able to obtain the greatest amount of data from a 
plethora of respondents. I ensured that the population was represented by the 
sample before I began analyzing the results. According to the official Boston 
College website, 52% of students are females and 48% are males. Comparatively, 
54% of my survey respondents were females and 46% males. Because race was 
not a variable I was directly testing in my research, respondents were not asked to 
indicate their racial identity in the survey. However, focus groups were formed 
with racial and socioeconomic diversity in mind.  
 
 Montalto, 40 
Focus Groups: 
The focus group portion of the research was explanatory because, through 
focus groups, I was able to better understand the societal factors that led to 
students’ decisions. For group formation the sampling was more systematic. After 
survey data collection I organized my focus groups based on the information 
gathered in the survey. Those who indicated their willingness to participate in a 
focus group were placed in groups based on their socioeconomic background, 
school, major, gender, and race, in order to maximize heterogeneity. In each 
group, students from low, middle, and high-income families were represented. 
Most students represented the College of Arts and Sciences, however, students 
from each of the four schools participated. In addition, each group had a ratio of 
2:3 for males vs. females, in order to parallel the slightly higher percentage of 
females on campus. Seven out of the total 30 students were AHANA students 
(African-American, Hispanic, Asian, Native-American) or underrepresented 
racial groups on campus, which percentage wise (roughly 23%) is similar to the 
actual 26% of Boston College seniors who identify as being part of the AHANA 
community (The Heights). Lastly, each focus group had one first-generation 
student, or a student whose parents, or themselves, were not born in the United 
States. Students under this category represented the countries of Poland, Ireland, 
Kenya, Indonesia, South Korea, and Russia. 
This sampling would be classified as quota sampling because I formed 
groups with characteristics that match those of the actual population. For that 
reason different genders, races, schools, majors, and socioeconomic backgrounds 
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had to be represented. As a senior I have met many people from various 
backgrounds and did not have any difficulties recruiting participants for these 
focus groups. In addition, when deciding between focus groups and individual 
interviews, focus groups were chosen because groups with great diversity have 
the potential to encourage discussion and students would be able to consider new 
perspectives. As opposed to individual interviews, focus groups allow for 
conversation flow and the expression of new ideas, which students can discuss 
freely. Reactions to differing opinions could also be exposed (Morgan, 38-53). 
Lastly, because ones socioeconomic background can often be uncomfortable to 
discuss, especially in front of strangers, at the end of each focus group I 
distributed a handout to participants asking them to reflect upon their 
socioeconomic situation. A copy of this handout can be found in the appendix 
(Appendix 3). Any socioeconomic conversation included in the “Results” section 
of this study was obtained from either the handout responses or through the vocal 
prerogative of the respondent to lead the conversation in such a manner. Focus 
groups were taped after student consent was received.  
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DATA ANALYSIS 
Online Surveys 
 
For the quantitative survey portion of my research I made use of statistical 
analysis provided by Qualtrics. To ensure validity with the survey, I only included 
surveys that were completed, and chose to include a question half way through the 
survey that asked respondents to choose a certain option from five. This made 
certain that respondents were actually reading through the questions and not 
blindly guessing. This portion of data analysis provided me with the numerical 
data necessary to move forward with the research and support my quantitative 
findings with direct quotes from seniors obtained through focus groups.  
Some of the information necessary for data analysis could not be obtained 
directly from the students. For example, because research shows that most 
students are unaware of where they truly fall in the socioeconomic scale, rather 
than asking them which social class they belonged to, I posed a series of questions 
that would ultimately allow me to categorize them accordingly. In the case of 
socioeconomic background, students were asked to provide information regarding 
both parents’ professions and education levels, as well as whether or not they 
owned their primary or secondary/tertiary homes (Refer to Appendix 1: Survey 
Outline Questions 5-10).  
Once the information was gathered, I created a matrix point system that 
would allow me to rank each student between the numbers 5-19, five being the 
lowest socioeconomic rank and 19 being the highest. To reach this value I 
awarded a different number of points for each survey response. In the case of 
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profession, lower and working class positions including janitor or hairdresser, as 
well as unemployed, were awarded one point each. Positions such as policeman, 
teacher, or salesman were all awarded two points, as they are professions that are 
typically held by middle-class citizens. Lastly, occupations including doctors, 
lawyers, university professors, and engineers were all awarded three points. In 
terms of educational level, as educational level of each parent increased, so too 
did the points given. For example, a student whose father graduated High School 
(1 point) and whose mother received her Associates Degree (2 points) would be 
given three points in the matrix for parental education. On the other hand, a 
student whose father received his Bachelor’s Degree (3 points) and mother 
received her Master’s degree (4 points) would be given seven points in the matrix. 
For reference, a parent who received their Doctorate Degree would be awarded 5 
points.  
Lastly, if either of the student’s parents owned their primary home they 
were awarded one point, and two points if either of their parents owned a 
secondary or tertiary home. Thus, to receive a five, both of the student’s parents 
would have had to be unemployed or working blue-collar positions, had graduated 
only from High School, and not own their primary home. On the other side of the 
spectrum, for a student to receive a full nineteen, both of those student’s parents 
would need to work professional and typically high-paying jobs, both having 
received a Doctorate Degree, and own multiple homes. All other socioeconomic 
variations, based on survey data collected, would fall in between. With a total of 
130 students surveyed, roughly 30 students fell into the lower-class range (5 
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points to 11 points), 47 into the middle-class range (12 points to 14 points), and 
53 into the upper-class range (15 points to 19 points). For analysis purposes, only 
three economic class statuses were used in order to better test significance in a 
sample much smaller than the true population size. (See Appendix 4) 
In addition to the matrix established for socioeconomic background, I was 
curious to determine if students from different social classes choose to pursue 
different majors. To test the value of each major chosen I referred to national data 
regarding the median incomes of students based on their college major. Medians 
recorded reflected both starting-level salary and mid-career salary (PayScale 
College Salary Report). For categorization purposes I established that a profession 
with a salary of above $80,000 by mid-career was considered a “High-Income 
Major”. A profession with a salary above $60,000 by mid-career was considered a 
“Middle-Income Major”. Lastly, a profession with a salary of between $37,000 
and $60,000 by mid-career was considered a “Low-Income Major”. Below I have 
included a chart detailing the majors offered at Boston College and how they 
compare in terms of their potential salary. 
*Note: If a student reported two different majors, the major with the higher 
income potential was recorded.  
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Focus Groups 
 
For the qualitative focus group portion of my research I used Grounded 
Theory Analysis (Strauss and Corbin, 274-277). The questions asked in the focus 
groups (6 groups of 5 people each), which were recorded through my Mac laptop, 
were open-ended in hopes of encouraging honest discussion. I analyzed what was 
said, the manner in which it was said (tone, voice inflictions, etc), as well as what 
was not discussed, also making note of respondents’ body language. In some 
cases, students seemed very comfortable discussing their backgrounds and future 
goals, indicated by a relaxed demeanor and smile. Others, especially during the 
beginning of discussion, displayed a particular posture void of comfort and a 
certain vocal hesitancy that gradually diminished as conversation ensued. In one 
case, a female student began crying when discussing the hardships she has 
endured as a student from a low-income family attempting to organize her plans 
•Biology, Biochemistry, Chemistry, Computer Science, Economics, 
Finance, General Management, Geology, Geophysics, Information 
Systems, Mathematics, and Physics.  
High-Income 
Majors 
•Accounting, Communications, Earth and Environmental Sciences, 
English, Environmental Science, Film Studies, French, German, 
Hispanic Studies, History, Human Resources Management, 
International Studies, Italian, Linguistics, Marketing, Nursing, 
Political Science, Russian, and Slavic Studies. 
Middle-Income 
Majors 
•Art History, Classical Studies, Education, Music, Philosophy, 
Psychology, Sociology, Studio Art, Theater, and Theology. 
Low-Income 
Majors 
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for the year following graduation with the burden of student loans weighing her 
down. After completion of each focus group I made a record of the ways in which 
each student’s body language played a part in demonstrating their attitudes 
towards post-graduate decision-making and their personal role in the process.  
Through the overall focus group analysis I was able to gather more 
descriptive and insightful data regarding the common themes or concepts 
discussed in the quantitative surveys. Because I was extremely precise with the 
formation of my focus groups, I did not have any interpretation or 
misrepresentation issues. I was an extreme insider in terms of understanding the 
position that many of these students are in, however, they did not know from 
which socioeconomic background my parents would classify themselves.  
To ensure participant confidentiality, all names of participants who were 
directly quoted were changed in the final thesis version. In addition, all focus 
group recordings were discarded after they were transcribed. Copies of the 
transcriptions were saved only on a separate USB flash drive, which was secured 
in a locked box in my personal desk and deleted upon completion of the thesis. 
This way, in the chance that my laptop was stolen or lost, the transcriptions would 
be elsewhere, safe and confidential.  
It is my honest belief that all participants in my study only benefited 
through their participation. Both the survey and focus groups were opportunities 
for students to reflect upon their decision making in a more discerning manner. 
Focus groups, in particular, allowed students to share their personal motivations, 
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hopes, or concerns for the year to come in an environment of other students who 
were eager to discuss. 
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RESULTS 
As previously discussed, although my research question seeks to better 
understand the various sociological factors that influence Boston College seniors’ 
intended post-graduate career paths, an emphasis has been placed on 
socioeconomic background, the influence of others, and the influence of the Jesuit 
ideals. Because the variables differ so greatly, the results section has been 
separated into three distinct discussions. 
 
Hypothesis #1: Socioeconomic background plays an important role in 
determining one’s post-graduate career plans. 
 
THE EFFECT ON CHOOSING A MAJOR: 
 In order to fully understand the ways in which socioeconomic background 
influences the post-graduate career choices of Boston College seniors, it is vital to 
analyze, first, the effect that social class has on major selection. For the majority 
of students, the classes they take during their four years will most certainly expose 
them to different experiences, knowledge sets, and opportunities that will shape 
their ideas of what they wish to achieve and how they will go about doing it. For 
example, students who study Biology on a Pre-Med track or students, who have 
invested countless hours into the study of Finance and Accounting, are likely to 
make sense of their choices upon graduating college in very different ways. Thus, 
it is vital to study the ways in which students from different socioeconomic 
backgrounds choose their undergraduate majors, as this decision will play an 
integral role in paving the way for their future endeavors.  
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FIGURE ONE 
As Figure 1 shows, quantitatively there is no significant correlation 
between socioeconomic background and undergraduate major choice for Boston 
College seniors. However, from the data presented in the chart, several interesting 
inferences can be drawn. First, of the 30 total low-income students, only one 
student chose a major considered to be low-paying. That one student was part of a 
group of 19 total students who chose low-pay jobs with the remaining 18 students 
almost equally divided between the other two socioeconomic backgrounds (10 
medium-income students and 8 high-income students). This statistic led me to 
believe that low-income students may not feel as though they have the liberty to 
choose majors that will not prove fruitful or lucrative in the long run. Rather, they 
must consider future financial responsibilities, such as paying off student loans, 
when choosing a major.  
 Various focus group participants helped shed some light on their personal 
processes of selecting their majors. Such accounts helped to develop a greater 
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understanding of the sociological influences that help shape not only the post-
graduate decisions of Boston College seniors but also the discipline they have 
chosen to pursue over the past four years. Again, major selection is an integral 
determinant in post-graduate decision-making and is an issue that must be taken 
into consideration if we wish to reveal all influencing factors.  
 Perhaps the best comparative that can be provided regarding major 
selection differences among students from different socioeconomic backgrounds 
pertains to three different first-generation students who all commented on their 
personal process of selecting a major. It is important to note that all students are 
first-generation in this comparative because the variable acts as a constant, not 
influencing one student without influencing the two others. Matteo, a first-
generation male, born in Krakow, Poland, has pursued a Finance and Accounting 
track in the Carroll School of Management. Matteo’s family has always struggled 
financially and would be considered part of the lower class. As a result, Matteo 
spoke, in length, about the importance of practicality over passion, in regards to 
both major selection and, ultimately, career path (Matteo will be working for an 
investment bank in New York City next year). Matteo discussed his sincere 
interest in history and his desire to learn more in that field, however, he lamented 
that his demanding CSOM schedule rarely permitted him time to explore his 
historical curiosity.  
On the other hand, Francesca, a first-generation female student from 
Nairobi, Kenya chose to pursue her passion for art throughout her four years at 
Boston College. Cognizant of the financial risks that such a major selection 
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imposes upon her, Francesca does not feel the same monetary burdens that Matteo 
does, as her high-income family has been supporting her, fiscally, throughout her 
educational journey. As Francesca explains, “I can afford to dream. I’m privileged 
enough to know that I can live in a fantasy world and choose a major like studio 
art because I know I have something to fall back on”.  The idea of “having 
something to fall back on” or, in other words, having a safety net was not one 
expressed solely by Francesca. In fact, many other students from high-income 
families alluded to the comfort of this metaphoric safety net, which helps relieve a 
certain amount of pressure when choosing a major and during the decision 
making process.  
However, there were also many high-income students who chose to pursue 
more practical or typically high-paying paths including Jessa, a first-generation 
female student from Seoul, South Korea. Jessa was originally admitted to Boston 
College’s Carroll School of Management but after a year of “suffering”, as she 
put it, decided to transfer into the School of Arts and Sciences. Both of Jessa’s 
parents grew up in rural South Korea and worked with inexorable passion and 
drive to achieve the level of wealth and comfort they enjoy today. As a result, 
both of her parents are extremely adamant about the value of hard work and 
receiving a great education. As Jessa remarks, “my parents worked very hard to 
provide opportunities for me that they, themselves, never had”. She added that her 
father wants his children to also enjoy financial stability and, as a result, Jessa 
chose to study Political Science as an undergraduate. When asked why she was 
interested in Political Science she replied, “Don’t be fooled. I am not interested in 
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politics but if I want to go to law school or do anything financially relevant with 
my life, I couldn’t choose a major like Music. Realistically, I would love nothing 
more than to study music and spend next year producing house and techno beats. 
Music is my love. But, knowing how important my education is to my father, 
music has become more of a hobby and less of a career”. Through Jessa’s 
explanation of how she came to choose a major, we can deduce that the influence 
of others has played a large role in determining her educational and, ultimately, 
her professional path. The theme of the “Influence of Others” appeared to be a 
central component of the post-graduate decision making process to many students 
across various socioeconomic backgrounds and will be described in more length 
throughout each individual socioeconomic result section.   
In regards to middle-income students, the number of students choosing 
low, medium, or high-paying jobs is relatively consistent and given a greater 
sample size, I imagine would remain so. As demonstrated in Table 1, there is a 
greater discrepancy displayed by both students from low and high-income 
families between individuals who choose low-income majors as opposed to 
medium or high-income majors and, again, given a greater sample size, I believe 
the discrepancy would be even more apparent. Students from medium-income 
families do not face financial burdens as heavily as their low-income peers. In 
addition, they are not affected as greatly by the influence of others, like high-
income students. What the quantitative findings support and the qualitative 
findings (which will be presented shortly) reveal is that middle-income students 
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enjoy a greater freedom to construct their path or define their meaning of success. 
They are not as influenced by external factors.  
What can be deduced from the findings regarding the ways in which 
socioeconomic background plays a role in influencing major selection is that the 
same factors that influence such a decision also play a role in determining post-
graduate decisions. It is extremely rare for a student from a low-income 
background to choose a major that will not potentially yield lucrative results after 
graduation, as we saw from the quantitative results in Table 1 and from Matteo’s 
account of the importance of money in his decision-making process. The factor of 
financial stability, for low-income students, is the chief influencer in major 
selection as well as career planning. 
On the contrary, when choosing undergraduate majors, students from 
high-income backgrounds typically face influence from two conflicting factors: 
(1) the safety net and (2) the influence of others. Although Francesca’s account of 
how financial comfort led her to pursue a notoriously low-paying major, she is the 
outlier. Her explanation provides important and intricate insight into the thoughts 
shared by many of high-income students, however, the majority of these students, 
like Jessa, reject the “safety net” under the pressure of the influence of others and 
opt for high-paying majors. 
Again, when referring to Table 1, of the 53 total high-income students 
who participated in the quantitative research, only 8 chose low-paying majors, 
which amounts to only 15% of all high-income students. The “safety net” is there, 
but high-income students are choosing not to rely on it due to the influence of 
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others in their decision making process. Lastly, quantitative results regarding 
middle-income students reveal consistent numbers across the board, which helps 
support the idea that middle-income students are less affected by external factors 
and are more able to choose freely. These major-defining factors will be proven 
consistent in the research regarding post-graduate planning.  
 
LOW-INCOME STUDENTS: 
 To review, the literature regarding the ways in which low-income students 
are affected by their socioeconomic background suggests that students in this 
social class are facing limited opportunities upon graduating, due to financial 
stress and the need to repay student loans. Students from low-income families 
often feel monetarily obligated to enter into the work force and do not enjoy the 
same financial liberty to continue schooling, travel, or volunteer, in the same way 
that middle-income or high-income students do. 
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 Although Figure Two indicates that there is no correlation between 
Socioeconomic Background and Post-Grad Plans, this quantitative conclusion 
does not take into consideration the factors that determine why students are 
choosing particular paths. Rather, it solely indicates that students from all 
socioeconomic backgrounds exhibit similar patterns of post-graduate decision-
making. While it can be numerically concluded that the majority of undergraduate 
Boston College students, regardless of familial socioeconomic background, 
primarily choose to enter the work force, it is only through a careful analysis of 
data collected during qualitative focus groups that allows us to understand the 
influence that a student’s socioeconomic background plays in their decision 
making process. Results from the qualitative data gathered indicate that there are 
three main contributing factors that influence the decisions of a vast majority of 
undergraduates from low-income families: (1) Student Loans, (2) Desire for More 
and (3) Familial Responsibility.  
 By and large, the greatest determinant acting to influence the post-
graduate decisions of low-income students is the need to pay back student loans 
upon graduating. Many students from this social class report needing to value 
money over passion, at least directly after graduating, when loans must be repaid 
and students are unable to financially rely on family members. As Matteo 
describes, “Having to pay back student loans got in the way of me doing what I 
really wanted to do. For me, it was more practical.” When Matteo was then asked 
whether or not he was passionate about investment banking he quickly replied, 
with a gentle smirk on his face, “Is anyone passionate about investment banking?” 
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Similar to his remarks regarding his desire to choose Finance and Accounting as a 
major, rather than History, a discipline in which he truly found passion, Matteo’s 
options were limited by the pressure of financial burden. 
 Many other low-income students in various focus groups expressed the 
importance of student loans in determining the career plans of low-income 
students, as well as their inevitable rejection of personal passion in the face of 
practicality. For example, Bobby will be graduating with almost $100,000 in 
student loans, which his parents are unable to help pay back. For that reason 
Bobby never allowed himself to consider any option other than a full-time well 
paying job. As Bobby explains, “At this point I have to laugh at the thought of 
graduate school. With almost $100,000 worth of student loans that I, personally, 
need to pay back, graduate school, at this time, is not even on my radar”. 
Although Bobby is still in the process of solidifying a plan for next year, he 
comfortably admitted that he would accept a job, knowing he would be miserable, 
if it allowed him more financial stability.  
Similarly, Bathy, a female student whose family of 7 lives well below the 
federal poverty line described how she was “going to put [her] dreams and 
passions on hold until all of [her] student loans were repaid”. For Bathy, the issue 
of loan repayment extends beyond her desire to simply repay government grants 
and has, in fact, become a more complex moral concern. As Bathy describes, “My 
family is buried so absurdly deep in debt. How my parents allowed this to happen 
is beyond me… it disgusts me. You have a responsibility to your children to make 
smart economic choices and work hard, which is the opposite of what they have 
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both done. I want to repay my debt back as quickly as possible so I don’t end up 
like my parents”. Through this verbal account we can better understand the 
complexity that financial burden truly encapsulates. Not only do students feel the 
pressure to pay back the loans for monetary reasons, but often to also avoid 
repeating the poor financial decisions of their family members.  
Both Bobby and Christina also discussed their desire for more wealth and 
stability than what their parents have provided them as being chief factors in 
shaping their post-graduate path. When discussing his experience as a low-income 
student on Boston College’s campus, Bobby explained the harsh reality of the 
double life he leads. As he describes, “When I am here, I have little regard for 
turning lights off, controlling how often I use my air conditioner, or even the price 
the meals I am buying. I mean, the meal plan money is more like Monopoly 
money. I live very comfortably here. But whenever I go home, it’s like I am 
entering a completely different world. I will usually walk through the front door 
to find my parents shivering in blankets because they refuse to turn the heat on. 
Even if we go out to dinner, I always have to pay for my portion of the meal. I 
don’t want to ever live the way my parents do now. Seeing my mom and dad 
mired in debt and payments they’re barely making, I have been driven to a field 
that I know will be fruitful”.  
Bobby’s drive to surpass the success of his parents and work to achieve 
entry into a higher social class has helped determine his post-graduate career path 
in ways very similar to Christina. Christina, a female student from a low-income 
family of five children, plans to attend graduate school at Tulane University in the 
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fall. Christina described how growing up in a single-mother household, where 
financial stability was always precarious, has led her to pursue a graduate degree. 
As she illustrates, “From the time I entered BC I knew I would be applying to 
graduate schools after graduation. I want to have an even higher degree because 
the higher the degree the higher the salary. I know how hard my mom has worked 
to make it appear as though our family is doing alright. But, we’re not alright and 
we haven’t been for a long time”. Familial finances play an integral role in 
helping to determine the path that many low-income students will take upon 
graduating from Boston College. Many students find personal initiative in the 
prospect of establishing a greater level of financial stability for themselves than 
that which was provided for them. 
On the other hand, many students express their desire for greater wealth 
with relation to the ways in which it can help provide stability for other family 
members, not just themselves. The commonality among students who desire 
wealth attainment as a result of familial responsibility is that these students 
recognize that their parents have made various sacrifices for the educational 
benefits of their children. Unlike Bobby and Christina, who through statements 
such as, “They have been more of a burden than anything” (Bobby) and “I want to 
get as far away from my parents as possible” (Christina), have expressed their 
post-graduate plans more in terms of a desire to escape, various students 
expressed their hope that through greater wealth attainment they can help support 
their parents, whom have made many self-sacrifices which allowed each student 
to achieve all that they have. 
 Montalto, 59 
 Many of these students, who are cognizant of the various personal and 
financial sacrifices that have been made for the furthering of their education, hope 
that with sufficient funds, they will be able to support their mother and father 
who, in many cases, have invested every last dollar into their children’s 
educational pursuits. As Matteo reveals, “My financial situation forced me to look 
at practical jobs that would really help me support not only myself but also my 
parents down the line. I am an only child and it is solely because of my education 
that my parents chose to move from Poland to the United States. They have 
sacrificed so much for me and I want to be able to provide for them in the future”. 
In this extreme case, Matteo’s parents relocated continents, entirely for the benefit 
of his education and, thus, knowing they have saved little money for the future, 
Matteo wants to repay them for providing him with the opportunity to succeed.  
Similarly, Annie, a low-income math major whose parents are currently 
“drowning in debt”, was forced to take out a personal loan from her older brother 
in order to pay for her tuition. Each month her father writes her brother a check 
for as much as he possibly can, given the little salary he makes working the cash 
register at a hardware store.  When asked how her socioeconomic background has 
influenced her post-graduate decision making process, Annie, who eventually 
succumbed to the many tears she failed to fight back explained, “Yes, it has 
played the largest role, I believe, above all other influences. When you know your 
family would take as many bullets as necessary for you to get wherever it is that 
you are trying to go, you feel an immense responsibility not to waste the 
opportunities they’ve given you. I want to make them proud of me and happy 
 Montalto, 60 
about the sacrifices they’ve made, which is a weighty pressure”. In Annie’s case, 
while she does not mention giving back to her family monetarily, she illustrates 
her desire for her parents to know that their sacrifice was well worth it.  
As the data pertaining to low-income students demonstrates, quantitative 
analysis produces inconclusive results, as students from low-income families are 
not choosing different post-graduate paths. Rather, what is of greater importance 
are the complex reasons why these paths are being chosen. Whether it is the 
burden of loan repayment, the desire for more, or familial responsibility, students 
from low-income families are likely to pursue a full-time career directly after 
graduation. 
 
HIGH INCOME STUDENTS 
 Originally I had theorized that high-income students would be among the 
most likely to enjoy a certain degree of freedom in regards to their post-graduate 
career plans. However, after an initial pilot focus group and extensive literature 
review, the complexities of the decision-making process and particular 
responsibilities vocalized by high-income students led me to believe otherwise. 
While many high-income students do not experience the financial pressure of loan 
repayment and can carelessly make decisions knowing they have a “safety net” to 
rely on, others experience a different type of indebtedness towards their parents, 
whom have never failed to provide for them a comfortable lifestyle and 
exceptional educational upbringing. This type of moral debt explains why many 
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students from upper-class families choose to enter into the work force directly 
after graduation, despite the availability of several other options.  
 As mentioned, many high-income students enjoy certain liberties in 
respect to limited to no loan repayment. Because these students will graduate with 
a clean slate, a tabula rasa, if you will, they are able to explore a wider array of 
post-graduate options. In addition, if they choose to continue schooling, they can, 
in many instances, rely on continued financial support from their parents in ways 
that other students cannot, while pursuing a higher degree. This idea is 
wonderfully illustrated through Jessa’s explanation of the positive ways in which 
being a student from an upper class family has affected her. As she explains, “If 
my parents couldn’t support me financially, I certainly would have to work full-
time next year. Instead, I am able to live at home for free and focus on studying 
for my LSAT. Moreover, my family’s socioeconomic background has prompted 
me to take a more receptive stance towards graduate school because I will not be 
graduating from either BC or grad school with burdensome loans”.  
 In addition to limited loan repayment and continued financial parental 
support, high-income students, again, enjoy the luxury of having the opportunity 
to rely on the metaphoric “safety net”. To explore the implications of the safety 
net on post-graduate decision-making in more depth, again, qualitative analyses 
are discussed. In the first example, a high-income student, Andrew, candidly 
exhibits his comfort with pursuing his passions with little no regard to financial 
responsibility when he states, “My family has always been extremely well off so 
I’ve always been told to do what makes me happy. It’s a little immature but I have 
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a definite safety net with my family”. Andrew still has not solidified plans for his 
first post-graduate year, however, he did remark that he plans to take time off to 
travel extensively, on his parents’ dime.  
 On the other hand, our second example of the implications of the safety 
net on the decision-making process demonstrates the reality by which most high-
income students contemplate their post-graduate choices. Although, like Andrew, 
most high-income students can rely on continued financial support from their 
families, a large majority, as shown in Figure 2 and illustrated through various 
focus group responses, choose to pursue a path that helps to reduce parental 
dependency. As Bryan, a high-income student in the Carroll School of 
Management originally explains, “Both of my parents are doctors, which meant 
that I always knew I could go to school without taking out large student loans. 
This meant I was able to choose a post-graduate plan without having to worry too 
much about what my salary would be like”. Although Bryan is aware of the 
financial security he enjoys, he has chosen to study in the business school and will 
be entering the work-force full time after graduation.  
When asked what prompted him to enter the work force, as opposed to 
traveling, volunteering, or even continuing school, Bryan replied, “I have attended 
private school for as long as I can remember. I can’t even imagine how much 
money my parents have spent on my education. After 21 years of supporting me, I 
want to start doing things on my own. I don’t want to have to call my dad every 
time I need to pay rent or make a car payment.” For the vast majority of these 
students, the issue is not that their parents are urging them to find a job. Most 
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respondents, like Bryan, discussed the moral dilemma that they felt inhibited them 
from receiving further monetary support from their family. Even Francesca, who 
commented on having the “privilege to dream”, is still mindful of her personal 
morality and while her parents “would accept her into their home with open arms” 
she says that is not an option for her. She adds, “I was fortunate enough to choose 
a major I loved but, with choice comes responsibility. It would feel wrong of me 
to continue taking money from my parents”.  
As the literature regarding high-income students suggests, because 
students have always relied on the financial support of their parents and, most 
often, wish to escape familial monetary dependency, “they will, thus, opt for a 
career that suits their personal interests less and their financial interests more 
(Lent et al., 316). As we have established, the safety net surely exists, yet students 
are choosing not to rely on it. For that reason, the majority of students from high-
income families are choosing to enter the work force along side students from 
low-income families. While they are choosing the same path, again, their 
motivations and the factors influencing their decisions differ greatly.  
 
MIDDLE-INCOME STUDENTS: 
 According to the quantitative data displayed in Table 2, there is no strong 
correlation between middle-income students and any particular post-graduate 
plan. However, just as with low-income and high-income students, there is more 
to the story than what the numbers show. While low-income and high-income 
students were particularly vocal during the focus groups, it became apparent that 
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many middle-income students had less to contribute to the conversation, in 
regards to the ways in which socioeconomic background has influenced their 
post-graduate decisions. While low-income students discussed the importance of 
loan repayment and high-income students the desire for monetary independence, 
many students from middle class families could not entirely relate to either 
external pressure. In fact, of the 10 middle-class students who participated in the 
focus groups, 8 stated that money was an insignificant factor in their decision-
making process, while all low-income students and a majority of high-income 
students reported finances as being the most influential factor.   
 Such findings lead me to believe that students whose families fall in the 
socioeconomic extremes (low and high-income) are more aware and, thus, more 
easily self-defined by their socioeconomic background. Compared to low-income 
students, most middle-income students’ families have not continually suffered, 
financially, and they will be graduating with less debt. As a result, they are less 
financially burdened upon graduating from Boston College. On the other hand, 
students from middle-income families are less likely to have attended private high 
schools like many high-income students, and receive less outward monetary 
support from their parents. Many middle-income students work part-time or on-
campus positions and while their parents may pay for tuition, they work for their 
own spending money. Thus, middle-income students may not feel as obligated to 
“repay” their parents for years of financial investment in the same way as high-
income students. It becomes a classic Goldilocks tale: both extremes face excess 
financial pressures while those who are in the middle have a greater freedom to 
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determine their personal balance between passion and money and, in turn, come 
to a less externally influenced decision. They have it just right.  
 Of the 10 middle-income students who participated in the focus groups, 
six students will be taking the next year off to travel/volunteer. Those six students 
comprise the great majority of all focus-group participants who plan on traveling 
or volunteering next year: eight. For a more detailed comprehension of why this 
correlation exists we turn to qualitative analysis, once again. Alexandra, a middle-
income student who will be volunteer teaching in American Samoa next year, 
through the World Teach program explains, “This is the time in my life where I 
have some debt, but it’s not a lot, and I don’t have any responsibilities so it’s the 
perfect time when I can take this risk. If I were to take a paying job next year and 
have a salary, I don’t think I would ever be able to find it in me to stop all that and 
go volunteer somewhere and make no money… to go back to a different way of 
life”. This quote reinforces two distinct characteristics that separate middle-
income students from the rest. First, as Alexandra describes, middle-income 
students tend to have debt, but not as much as low-income students. They thus, 
are not as pressured by finances like low-income students. Second, Alexandra 
explains how she feels as though she has no responsibilities, which distinguishes 
her from a majority of high-income students, who feel the responsibility of 
becoming financially independent. Again, she, like many other middle-income 
students who participated in focus groups, feels a greater freedom to pursue 
passion over money.  
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This idea was reinforced by Henry, a middle-income male student who 
will be living and teaching English to business professionals in Madrid, Spain 
starting in August. In describing how he committed to this plan he remarked, “I’m 
21 years old. Before I settle down and get a real person job I want to explore the 
world. I won’t be making much but I don’t really have anything to spend money 
on right now, anyways.” Again, Henry’s carefree discourse illustrates his ability 
to pursue passion over practicality in the absence of financial responsibility.  
 Another interesting insight that can be drawn from the qualitative focus 
group analysis regarding middle-income students is that of the thirty focus group 
participants only six mentioned the influence of beginning a family in the future 
as being an influencing factor in their decision-making process. All six of these 
students were from middle-income families. For example, Dillon, a middle-
income male student describes how after graduation he will pursue his passion 
because he has no one to worry about except himself. However, he also 
emphasizes the importance of providing a great education for his future children, 
when the time comes. Dillon states,  
If you do whatever it is you are passionate about, success, however 
you define it, will come. But I also acknowledge the fact that I’ve 
been fortunate enough to have my parents support me throughout 
my education. The flip side of that is that I know how much it has 
cost them to pay for my education and I know someday I want to 
have kids and I want to be able to give them the same thing. To 
please my parents I have to take the gift but someday I want to 
give it. I can see myself, in the future, if things don’t pan out and 
I’m not as successful as I want to be, possibly weighing this 
decision again once I have to support people other than myself.  
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Dillon, like most middle-income students, is more comfortable pursuing his 
passion, however, he articulates his awareness that his plans may change once he 
has to support people other than himself. 
 Similarly, Wanda, a female student also from a middle-income family 
discusses the internal conflict she faces when choosing which form of politics she 
wishes to pursue in the year following graduation. As she explains, if she chooses 
to work privately she will receive a higher salary than if she works publically. 
However, the characteristic type of work related to working privately does not 
coincide with her interests as much as public work does. While vocalizing her 
thought process regarding the matter Wanda explained, “I might as well do public 
work while I am still young and have no one to worry about besides myself. Once 
I have a family I can transition into private so I can better support my children”. 
Wanda’s recognition of the ways in which her decisions may influence her future 
family, again, are characteristic of many of the middle-class students with whom I 
spoke during focus groups. Perhaps low-income students failed to mention the 
influence of future family because they are currently too burdened by the stress of 
worrying about themselves and their personal finances. On the other end of the 
spectrum, perhaps high-income students failed to mention the influence of future 
family because they have never had to worry about personal finances and either 
(1) know that they will always be supported, even when they bear children, (2) are 
disillusioned about the financial undertaking of starting a family, or (3) are 
confident that they will be earning enough to support their families when they do 
have children. 
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Nonetheless, students from middle-income families exemplify an 
interesting comparison to both low-income and high-income students. While the 
latter both face heavy financial influence, in different ways of course, middle-
income students constitute an interesting and imperative middle-ground; their 
position between the two extremes allows them the ability to reject either 
financial burden and they can, thus, face limited to no external financial 
influences. They enjoy a greater sense of liberty in terms of decision making and 
defining personal success. Perhaps this absence of financial burden helps justify 
why middle-income students are more apt to focus on other external factors 
including passion or future family. 
Final Conclusions (Socioeconomic Background): 
1. The same factors that influence an individual’s choice of undergraduate 
major also play a role in determining their post-graduate decisions. 
2. Low-income and high-income students are the most cognizant of financial 
influence in two different ways. 
a. The factors affecting low-income students include loan repayment, 
desire to prosper past the success of their parents, and the desire to 
support their struggling family. 
b. The factors affecting high-income students include the “safety net” 
and the ultimate rejection of reliance on the safety net due to the 
feeling of indebtedness to their parents.  
3. Middle-income students do not face as many external pressures as low-
income or high-income students. 
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a. These students don’t have as many loans as low-income students 
and they don’t feel as indebted to their parents, like many high-
income students. 
b. They enjoy a greater sense of liberty in terms of decision making 
and defining what success means to them.  
c. Middle-income students are more likely to pursue passion over 
practicality and display heightened recognition of the influence of 
future family. 
 
Hypothesis #2: The Influence of others plays an important role in determining 
one’s post-graduate career plans. 
 According to the Social Comparison Theory, proposed by Festinger in 
1954 (Refer to pg. 26 of Lit. Review), “individuals are motivated to evaluate the 
outcomes they attain and they will attempt to obtain such information by 
comparing their actions and outcomes to those of other similar people”. In other 
words, Festinger suggests that individuals base the value of their 
accomplishments on the accomplishments of others. As a result of this innate 
behavior, many individuals participate in hyper-competitive environments, and 
personal success begins to lose its individualized meaning. Instead, success 
becomes a comparative and community-defined objective.  
 For many Boston College students, the job recruitment /graduate school 
application process that takes place senior year acts as the greatest factor in 
determining how successful a student perceives him or herself to be in 
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comparison with his or her peers. The job offer that one accepts, the graduate 
school one chooses to attend, or the distant country one decides to volunteer in 
becomes the culmination of four years of competitive drive and aids in adding 
value to each student’s level of self worth. As Marie, a female student in the 
Nursing school explains, “I think we all compare ourselves to our peers an 
unhealthy amount. You want to be happy for those people when they hear back 
from a job but you know you are just as qualified and it doesn’t seem fair”. 
Similarly, Raquel, a female student in the Pre-Med program comments, “You’ve 
been with these people for four years and you are either at the same level or a 
better level but it doesn’t matter. Landing a job shows what you are made of. It 
shows that you are worthy”. Both examples reinforce the idea previously 
presented, that the influence of others plays a role in motivating students to 
achieve great feats, especially in comparison with their peers.  
 The hyper-competitive environment present on Boston College’s campus 
not only affects those who have not solidified their post-grad plans, but also those 
who have already accepted a position for the upcoming year. In certain instances, 
these students feel as though their post-graduate plans fail in comparison with 
others. To expand upon this idea, Paul, an economics major and a Presidential 
Scholar, will be working for an economic consulting firm in Boston next fall. 
After being offered a few consulting positions, some in economic consulting and 
others in strategic consulting, Paul felt as though he was at a crossroads between 
choosing the role that society deems to be more “attractive or fun” (strategic 
consulting) or the role that is typically perceived as more rigid and numerical 
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(economic consulting). While he was confident in his unwavering passion for 
economic consulting, he admits to feeling societal pressure to commit to a 
strategic consulting position solely for the “coolness factor”, as he put it. He 
regrets how long it took for him to commit to his current position for fear that his 
plans would be perceived as less of an accomplishment by others, despite both the 
salary he would be receiving and the fact that the position was precisely what he 
wanted. This demonstrates the power that the influence of others has on many 
seniors’ post-graduate decisions. Similarly, Henry discussed his fear that his 
decision to spend a year teaching in Spain would be disadvantageous for his 
personal fulfillment and success. He explained,  
 
I think what augments the fear of failure is the environment we are 
in now, which is a very successful environment. Everyone is 
competitive and everyone has great skills and everyone is on the 
track to a great future. I think there is a pressure to do it right now, 
like everyone else, and I think that that is damaging but at the same 
time you can’t ignore it. I fear that I am a step behind. 
 
Henry’s account illustrates, again, the power that the influence of others has over 
student’s perceptions of self-worth or accomplishment. Although Henry believes 
that the “pressure to do it right now” (“it” being enter the work force) is 
damaging, he admits that he is unable to ignore it. As a result, while he has 
followed his passion and has accepted a position for the upcoming year, he is 
plagued with the thought that his level of success fails in comparison with those 
around him who have accepted full-time offers. 
 The fear of failure in comparison to others, as expressed by many Boston 
College students, is directly related to Émile Durkheim’s theory of anomie. In the 
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modern societies of today, humanity is burdened by the paralysis of choice. 
Durkheim is concerned that technological advancement has created a society of 
people who are too dissimilar to each other. As a result, we have become 
individualized at the expense of the quest for community or social ties to others. 
We have created a society with a plethora of choices but no metric to organize the 
choosing. Thus, the choice is bewildering and more of a burden than a blessing. It 
is extremely difficult to commit to a course of action because in modern society, 
humanity has been given too many options. While the limitless choices we are 
issued may seem like an expansion of opportunities, Durkheim argues that it 
creates various disadvantages for the modern man. With choice comes 
responsibility, and we are expected to make the right decisions, regardless of how 
many options we are presented. Second, if we happen to make the wrong choice, 
we are blamed. The decision making process becomes emotionally draining 
(Durkheim, 323).  
 The plurality of choice and Durkheim’s theory of anomie are directly 
connected to the ways in which others have an influence on Boston College 
seniors during their decision-making process. Students experience limitless post-
graduate options and constant anxiety over making the wrong decisions, 
especially in comparison with the perceived success of others. However, 
qualitative analysis provides insight that suggests that we are not solely 
competing with the success of others. Individuals must also compete with 
themselves to achieve or surpass the expectations that have been set for them. In 
other words, students feel external pressure to either prove themselves as worthy 
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as they are perceived or to achieve far more than what is expected of them. It is 
the difference between living up to someone’s expectations or defying them. 
 Raquel provides us with an ideal account of how the influence of others 
has led to increased societal pressure to live up to the expectations bestowed upon 
her when she stated,  
I have come to this sad conclusion that we don’t have the world at 
our fingertips. You come to college and you have this rude 
awakening that everyone is just as smart and talented as you but 
it’s also a blessing because it helps you succeed. It’s just hard 
when your family members and your high school friends think you 
are going to be the most successful person in the world. That’s a 
lot of pressure and you want to be like, ‘you have no idea who I go 
to school with.  
 
As demonstrated with her discourse, not only has her level of self-efficacy been 
manipulated by societal comparison, Raquel has also been influenced by the high 
prospects that her family and friends have for her. In addition, Raquel plans on 
taking a year off to apply to medical school, and noted that she would only be 
applying to research lab positions during her gap year. When asked if she would 
consider waitressing instead, Raquel responded, “There’s no way I could waitress 
my first year out of college. I don’t care where I was working or how much I was 
making. I would hate to be the girl who graduates from Boston College and 
becomes a waitress. I feel like everyone would think I was a failure. I would 
probably think I was a failure”. Again, Raquel is allowing her post-graduate plans 
to be influenced by anticipated societal perceptions that would be formed in 
regards to her level of success. She alludes to the fact that she would fail people’s 
expectations of her if she were to become a waitress. Thus, she will not consider 
that option.  
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 While Raquel struggles with the prospect of not living up to the 
expectations that have been set for her, Matteo provides insight into the ways in 
which the influence of others has influenced him to defy the expectations that 
have been set for him. As Matteo explains,  
I think there definitely is a component of me wanting to prove 
myself to people, especially given my background. I am first 
generation and we moved here 12 years ago. Growing up a lot of 
my classmates didn’t think I could get to where I wanted to go and 
every milestone I accomplish helps me prove myself to them. It 
shows that I am just as capable as everyone else. 
 
Matteo’s account demonstrates how the influence of others has encouraged him to 
achieve more than what society believes he is capable of. As he describes, with 
every accomplishment he can reaffirm his level of self-efficacy, or confidence in 
his success, despite the societal expectations that place odds against him.  
 As the literature reveals, “those with higher career self-efficacy tend to be 
more committed to career planning and goal setting” (Chung, 278). In other 
words, those who are more confident in their ability to succeed are more apt to be 
diligent when it comes to career planning and decision-making. Self-efficacy, in 
fact, is a direct result of assurance or affirmation, positive or negative, from 
others. Thus, as the literature proves, those around us have the power to influence 
not only our self-confidence but also how determined we are. In terms of this 
study, other individuals, whether that be fellow students, faculty members, family, 
or friends can directly influence our level of confidence regarding our ability to 
succeed and, in doing so, can affect how proactive we are about solidifying our 
post-graduate plans. 
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 The importance of self-efficacy in determining post-graduate career plans 
is clearly illustrated through the experiences of both Andrew and Charlie, a male 
English major from a middle-income background. When asked what he fears 
about the future, Andrew, a male student from an upper-class family voiced his 
concern that he would never be as successful as his parents or siblings. He added, 
“I know they are all smarter than I am and more driven. It’s like a competition I 
can never win”. The apparent lack of confidence exhibited by Andrew is a result 
of his tendency to compare his intelligence and potential to his family members. 
In turn, Andrew’s level of self-efficacy has suffered. Thus, it is not coincidental 
that Andrew is not only without a plan for next year but, additionally, has not 
even begun contemplating his options.  
On the contrary, Charlie, who admitted to believing he was one of the 
“best scholars in [his] field of study”, amongst Boston College students, has been 
working towards the goal of admission into an English PhD program for over six 
years. His confidence in his ability to succeed is directly correlated to his ability 
to be proactive about arranging his future plans. As a result, Charlie was accepted 
to five PhD programs and will be attending the University of Texas in the fall. 
Lastly, Raquel, who is still without a plan for the upcoming year, as we 
previously discussed, continually expressed her fear of not getting into medical 
school. She remarked, “I’m scared that the decisions I make next year are going to 
define my life… I’d either become a doctor or a degenerate”. While this statement 
may sound ludicrous to most, Raquel’s sincere belief that she may not be accepted 
to medical school and will, in turn, become a degenerate, has inhibited her ability 
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to solidify plans for the upcoming year. Not only do her words display her lack of 
self-efficacy, it also reiterates the Durkheimian theory of anomie. She is burdened 
by the plurality of choice and fears that if she makes the wrong decisions, her 
life’s path could be immensely altered. 
 
Final Conclusions (Influence of Others): 
1. According to Social Comparison Theory, individuals base their success off 
of the success of others.   
2. Constant comparison, in regards to perceived success, motivates students 
to achieve. 
3. Students base their self-worth off of their post-graduate plans and the 
opinions they believe others will have of them. 
4. The fear of failure in comparison to others is directly related to Émile 
Durkheim’s theory of anomie. 
5. Students face the pressure to either (a) live up to societal expectations or 
(b) defy societal expectations. 
6. Self-efficacy is strongly correlated to career planning. The higher an 
individual’s self-efficacy, the more likely they are to be proactive when 
making career decisions. 
 
Hypothesis #3: Jesuit Education plays an important role in determining one’s 
post-graduate career plans. 
 During their four years as Eagles, Boston College students have the 
opportunity to participate in various activities including retreats, service trips, 
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clubs, and even classes that aim to reinforce the values set forth by this Jesuit 
faith. A vital component of my research aimed to determine whether or not 
Boston College seniors are influenced by the Jesuit ideals, not only during their 
time on campus but also, as they graduate and begin the next chapter of their adult 
lives. If the Jesuit ideals are, in fact, impacting how Boston College seniors are 
making sense of their post-graduate decisions, it is essential that we determine the 
ways in which this influence has been established and ultimately, how it will play 
a role in their futures.  
 Quantitative data analysis helps us to, first, determine whether or not the 
Jesuit education has impacted seniors in their post-graduate decisions. Students 
were surveyed about the number of Jesuit activities in which they have 
participated throughout their time at Boston College, as well as how influential 
they have found the Jesuit education to be, in regards to their post-graduate 
decision-making process (1 being the least influential and 5 being the most 
influential). Table 3, below, displays the significant findings. 
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According to the table and the chi-squared calculation, there is a 
significant correlation between the number of Jesuit activities each student has 
participated in and the influence that each student believes the Jesuit education 
has had on their post-graduate decision-making process. The table illustrates that 
students who were less involved in Jesuit activities during their four years are less 
likely to feel influenced by the Jesuit education, and vice versa. Thus, while we 
can deduce that involvement in Jesuit activities has a substantial effect on the 
approach to how seniors make sense of their choices upon graduating, it is only 
through qualitative data analysis that we can better understand the many ways in 
which they have been affected.  
 How, exactly, are students intending to utilize their Jesuit education to “set 
the world aflame” once their time on the Heights draws to a conclusion? As 
Figure One shows, of the 130 students surveyed regarding their post-graduate 
plans, only thirteen indicated that they would be volunteering once they 
graduated. On the contrary, seventy-nine students indicated they would be 
working full time and twenty-seven said they would be continuing schooling. 
Quantitatively, there appears to be a discrepancy between these numbers and the 
number of students in Table 3 who indicated an above average (4-5) influence of 
the Jesuit education: forty-nine. If forty-nine students were so greatly influenced 
by the Jesuit education, how could only thirteen choose to volunteer after 
graduation?  
The answer is simple. There are countless ways in which an individual can 
be a man or woman for others. The various avenues through which students 
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choose to demonstrate their Jesuit education are not always as blatant as one may 
assume them to be. Through qualitative analysis and various conversations with 
Boston College seniors, my personal understanding of the application and 
utilization of  Jesuit Education has drastically transformed. In the majority of 
cases, being influenced by the Jesuit education does not necessarily indicate that 
an individual will take a year of their life to travel to a third-world country to 
inspire change and give back to those less fortunate in a direct and palpable 
manner. More commonly, as indicated by various seniors, the effect is not as 
obvious but is just as important.  
However, before analyzing how this effect has helped influence students’ 
post-grad decisions, it is vital that we examine how this effect has been cultivated 
and sustained. What, exactly, does this effect consist of? Senior commentary leads 
me to believe that the best words to describe the effect of the Jesuit education are 
“appreciation” and “responsibility”. As male senior, George, explains,  
We have been given an opportunity that most people could never 
even dream of and it is our responsibility to use this education for 
the greater good… The ability to attend a top 40 school is only 
available to 1/3 of 1% of the world so once you finish this time 
here at Boston College your goal should be to go out and serve the 
other 99.9%. This is an idea that Boston College has taught me and 
will stick with me forever.  
 
George’s account of how the Jesuit education has affected him encapsulates the 
essence of Jesuit teaching. Through Jesuit activities, whether it be a Halftime 
retreat, a Capstone class, or an Arrupe service trip, we become more aware of not 
only our deepest passions and capabilities, but also how we can utilize these 
assets to inspire, rebuild, and influence growth for fellow humanity. In short, we 
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recognize the value of the educational opportunities we have been given and, 
going forth, aim to employ this opportunity as a duty to the world around us.  
To expand, the Jesuit education has instilled in many the notion that one’s 
life vocation cannot be fulfilled if the path they choose only benefits themselves. 
As Father Michael Himes says, “what does the world need you to be?” If the 
profession or career chosen does not influence the greater good but rather acts to 
solely self-fulfill, it is not a worthy use of time. This notion is illustrated through 
the words of Francesca, as she reflects upon her experience with the Jesuit ideals. 
Francesca states, “I once heard speaker on campus raise the question, ‘Are you 
taking a path where you can turn a blind eye to all the injustice in the world or are 
you taking a path where you are actively facing it head on?’ For me that hit home 
because as much as I love my art, I don’t want to wake up one morning and 
realize I haven’t helped a single soul besides myself”. Francesca’s realization that 
her art may not have the capability to affect societal change or help others besides 
herself has led her to accept a teaching position in an impoverished Boston suburb 
for the year following graduation. She described how art was her passion but 
would ultimately need to become a hobby if she wanted to feel as though she was 
inspiring change or truly honoring her “responsibility”.  
 As we have established, the effect of the Jesuit ideals is comprised of both 
“appreciation” and “responsibility”. That being said, how do Boston College 
seniors plan on finding the balance between personal initiative or prosperity and 
being men and women for others? Perhaps the greatest personal insight I gathered 
while performing my study was the realization that the two, doing good and 
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making money, are not mutually exclusive. Boston College seniors unanimously 
agreed that the narrow view of  “doing good” as consisting of volunteering or 
service trips, was both outdated and faulty. As Paul explains,  
 
You either make no money and do good or you make a lot of 
money and are a bad person. I think one of the things I have gotten 
the most out of the last couple of years at BC is that the correlation 
between the amount of money you make and the amount of good 
you are doing is not as strong as it was when I got here.  
  
You can serve people in a variety of ways and, quite often, affecting 
change on a greater scale can only result from non-traditional forms of “serving 
others”. George, for instance, uses the term “service on a broader scale” to help 
explain his decision to attend law school immediately after graduation, rather than 
take time off to volunteer. George explained that by attending law school and 
entering into politics he would be able to dedicate his time towards the passing of 
laws or initiatives that would apply to and help a greater number of people. He 
provided a comparison between volunteer teaching in a low-income school 
district and passing educational legislation. He explicitly stated,  
 
If I choose to volunteer my time at an inner-city school, I have the 
potential to affect 20-30 students each year. Conversely, if I use 
my intelligence and skills to help pass legislation that could 
potentially provide more educational funding to low-income areas, 
I have the potential to affect thousands or millions of people! 
 
 
 The idea of “service on a broader scale”, while not explicably stated as so, 
was reinforced by Nina, a female biology student who will be attending dental 
school in the fall. Nina stated, “I hope to help and leave my mark on the world. I 
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think I’d be in the best position possible to do that by going to dental school. 
Becoming a dentist will allow me to do a lot of community service work and will 
allow me to change the lives of people in other countries, as well”. Again, Nina’s 
testimony of her desire to help both domestically and globally reaffirms the idea 
of broad-scale service and truly making the most of one’s responsibility to serve. 
Even the students who will be volunteering during their first post-graduate year 
all indicated an awareness that whichever paths they choose to pursue in the 
future, they will always remain cognizant of their desire to honor the Jesuit ideals. 
They have, as is often said in the Jesuit community, been “ruined for life”, in the 
most positive sense of the word. 
 
HOW DO WE DEFINE SUCCESS? 
 All data considered, how have the Jesuit ideals helped shape Boston 
College seniors’ definitions of success? As the literature review reveals, our 
impressions of success are either more objective (verifiable attainments such as 
pay, promotions, and occupational status), subjective (individual’s reaction to his 
or her unfolding career experiences as they pertain to job satisfaction), or, 
possibly, a mix of both. In other words, do students value objective success, 
which often guarantees financial stability and social prestige, or subjective 
success, which ensures happiness? Below I have included a brief list of direct 
quotes from various Boston College seniors regarding their personal definition of 
what it means to lead a successful life: 
 “Success is truly loving what you do, regardless of what that may be”- 
Matteo 
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 “I want to wake up in the morning and be excited to go about my day. If I 
can do that, day-in and day-out, I know I have reached success”- Jessa 
 
 “Success is being able to look back at your life and smile because you 
know you did it your way”- Raquel 
 
 
 “If you can say to yourself that you are proud of where you are and what 
you are doing, you are successful, in my book.”- Henry  
 
 “It’s very simple. Success is happiness”-Annie 
 
Success, as students universally defined it, is based off on true happiness and 
loving what you do (subjective). These criteria remained consistent for each of the 
30 students who were quick to reaffirm the idea that without happiness, one 
cannot reach success. However, while each student readily supported subjective 
definitions of personal success, previous data regarding socioeconomic 
background and the influence of others conflicts with the meanings that students 
gave to their definitions. While all students, regardless of background, may agree 
that the ultimate validation of success is happiness, not all students have the 
opportunity to authentically live out this pursuit.   
For example, Matteo’s definition of success reads, “Success is truly loving 
what you do, regardless of what that may be”. While I do not doubt the 
authenticity or sincerity in his personal definition, it must be established that due 
to his socioeconomic background, Matteo is unable to truly chase success, 
according to his criterion. Perhaps in the future once Matteo’s loans are repaid, he 
can begin his quest towards the obtainment of success. While the discrepancy 
between Matteo’s appointed definition and post-graduate plan is based on his 
 Montalto, 84 
socioeconomic background, students can also be dissuaded from the pursuit of 
authentic success by societal pressure or, again, the influence of others. For 
example, Raquel’s definition of success reads, “Success is being able to look back 
at your life and smile because you know you did it your way”. Again, while I do 
not question the earnestness of her claim, I must point out that Raquel was also 
unwilling to consider a temporary job as a waitress because of fear that she would 
be socially perceived as a failure. She is heavily pressured by the expectations that 
have been set for her, which she allows to influence her decisions, yet defines 
success as being able to live a life “your way”. It becomes very apparent that both 
her and Matteo’s actions do not coincide with their beliefs. 
 Perhaps we, as students, want to believe that happiness is the ultimate goal 
and that objective pleasures, such as money and prestige, are irrelevant non-
factors in our quest to pursue personal fulfillment. However, what my research 
suggests is while we wish to live our lives according to that ideal, we are 
inescapably influenced by the societal pressures of monetary success and 
comparative prestige. Nonetheless, Jesuit education does play an important role in 
influencing how students hope to apply their degree towards a greater good. 
While students may not choose to build homes for the homeless or educate the 
impoverished, Boston College seniors are graduating with awareness that their 
education is not a privilege… it is a duty. How each student chooses to honor 
their responsibility to that duty, however, differs greatly from student to student.  
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Final Conclusions (The Jesuit Experience): 
1. There is a significant correlation between the number of Jesuit activities in 
which a student has participated and the influence that he or she believes 
the Jesuit education has had on their post-graduate decision-making 
process.  
2. “Appreciation” and “Responsibility” are the two main components that 
help define the effect of the Jesuit education on students.  
3. Serving others and making money are not mutually exclusive.  
4. “Service on a broader scale”: given the educational opportunities BC 
students have been granted, there is potential to impact humanity, in 
greater numbers. 
5. Students universally agree that success is based on happiness. However, 
not all students can authentically live out this pursuit, at least not directly 
out of college. 
a. Action does not coincide with belief as students are both 
financially and socially influenced.  
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IMPLICATIONS 
CHOOSING A MAJOR: 
 As my research reveals, many students are dissuaded from choosing 
majors that are not traditionally considered high paying. While I will not ignore 
the fact that students graduating from the Carroll School of Management typically 
experience an easier or more successful job hunt in the business world, which 
statistically pays more than other fields, I will not discredit the value of hard work 
and passion. Although, on many past occasions, I had found myself wondering if 
my job search would have been easier had I been in CSOM, I now realize, after 
countless interviews, that companies do not hire the resume, they hire the person.  
 To illustrate this point more clearly, I will include my personal experience 
as a graduating job applicant. As a double major in the Sociology and Hispanic 
Studies departments, by society’s standpoint, I was doomed and less likely to find 
a lucrative career than my CSOM or Economics-Major peers. However, I excelled 
in all of my classes because I found genuine interest in what I was learning. I 
studied with the goal of personal growth rather than transcript appearance. I 
participated in activities like Rugby, Arrupe, and Chorale, again, not because they 
are the most job-applicable, but because they sincerely brought me joy. After 
receiving my Sales Development job offer to work for a tech start-up in San 
Francisco, the head recruiter informed me that I was selected for the position 
over, at least, a dozen other applicants because of my authenticity, enthusiasm, 
and overall passion for my accomplishments during my time at Boston College. I 
was not a carbon copy of what is believed to be the “perfect” student, on paper.  
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 While I understand that the criteria under which each company operates 
when choosing new hires is different, I believe there is respectable value in the 
honest pursuit of one’s interest that becomes apparent when interviewing. If 
freshmen and even sophomores better understood the realities of the post-graduate 
employment process before selecting their undergraduate major, perhaps students 
would choose differently. If Boston College provided panel discussions led by 
seniors and targeted at first and second-year students, regarding their experiences 
as students from traditionally low-paying majors like Sociology, Psychology, or 
certain Romance Languages, perhaps the university would notice a spike in the 
rates of students declaring these particular majors. In turn, students would be 
aware of the realities of the recruitment process, and not so jaded by society’s 
perceptions of “irrelevant and non-applicable majors”. Students would pursue 
degrees in fields that truly brought them joy.  
 
LOW-INCOME STUDENTS 
 Although the research suggests that both low and high-income students are 
limited in the choices they believe they are able to pursue after graduation, it is 
easier to implement systematic changes than it is to alter the morale of humanity. 
In other words, the implications of this study could help create aid-programs that 
could foster volunteer involvement or more generous graduate school aid 
packages for students from low-income families. However, it would be much 
more difficult to convince students that they should not feel morally indebted to 
their parents who, if financially able, will continue to provide for their children’s 
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educational needs. Thus, the implications presented pertain solely to low-income 
students.  
 As discussed, the greatest issue faced by low-income students regarding 
planning for their initial post- grad years loan repayment. Low-income students 
often feel obligated to enter into the work force in order to begin the repayment 
process while still providing a living for themselves. As a result, options including 
school continuation or volunteering are often overlooked. In regards to the 
continuation of school, graduate programs could utilize the results of this study 
when appealing for higher levels of aid for low-income students. On the other 
hand, if, as a Jesuit university, Boston College wishes to promote the ideal of 
being “men and women for others” in the traditional, volunteering, sense of the 
word, for students from all socioeconomic backgrounds, then organizational 
alterations must be made. 
 While there are many NGOs and domestic volunteer organizations that 
offer loan deferment or cancelation, a majority of international volunteer 
programs do not have the same capabilities. Because Boston College promotes 
global education and awareness through service trips to different regions of Latin 
America, Africa, and the Middle East, a large number of seniors graduate with the 
desire to “set the world aflame” overseas. However, many of these volunteer 
organizations offer year-long placements, which extend past the beginning of loan 
repayment periods. Federal Stafford Loans must be repaid beginning 6 months 
after graduation and Federal Perkins Loans after 9 months. Students are, thus, 
unable to partake in the vast majority of international volunteer opportunities 
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because they will not be earning a salary at the time their loan repayment periods 
begin. If federal loans could extend their grace period by just 3-6 months, perhaps 
low-income students would feel less obligated to enter the work force 
immediately after graduation and more inclined to either pursue a passion, honor 
the mission of their Jesuit education, or both.  
 
INFLUENCE OF OTHERS 
 What research regarding the influence of others indicates is that many 
students, during their senior year, feel as though they are competing against their 
peers to prove themselves to be successful students. Four years of difficult 
coursework, long hours in Bapst and O’Neill Libraries, and hours devoted to 
extra-curricular activities culminate into the answer to everyone’s most hated 
senior year conversation question, “So, what are you going to be doing next 
year?” One’s answer to this dreaded question is the difference between success 
and failure, at least in the minds of the senior class. The issue, as focus group 
discussion revealed, is that students are unaware that they are not alone in their 
fears of inadequacy. Their stress and anxiety are shared but, often, students are 
unwilling to admit to these apprehensions on a campus filled with overachieving, 
intelligent scholars. As a result, students face the overwhelming reality of life 
after college without a reliable and understanding support system.  
 After each of my focus groups at least one student approached me 
thanking me for providing them with an opportunity to speak to other students 
about this highly relevant and important issue. While many seniors have 
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undoubtedly discussed these concerns with their families, the overwhelming 
gratitude I received from fellow seniors leads me to believe that the opportunity 
for intimate, small-group discussion, regarding post-graduate plans, would prove 
advantageous and appreciated. If students had the opportunity to discuss possible 
career paths, feelings of competitive anxiety, rejection angst, or better ways to 
determine the best possible choices, they would perhaps decide upon post-
graduate paths in a clearer and more reflective manner. In short, rather than 
feeling as though they are competing against their classmates, interested Boston 
College seniors could form functional and mental support systems through 
participating in weekly or bi-monthly small group meetings, regarding life after 
the Heights. In doing so negative peer pressure could be transformed into positive 
peer encouragement and support.  
 
THE JESUIT EDUCATION 
 The research supports the idea that those who participate in the Jesuit 
culture on campus, whether through retreats, service trips, groups, or classes, have 
been positively affected, in regards to personal perspective and post-grad 
decisions. Thus, Jesuit-related groups on campus should continue advocating for 
student involvement in their various programs. In addition, if students were aware 
of how impactful participation in the Jesuit community can be perhaps the 
university would see a greater breadth of involvement.  
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FIGURE FOUR 
In addition, as Figure Four shows, participation is not reserved to one 
socioeconomic level. Students from all walk of life report both involvement and 
positive influence, which also includes all genders, races, and religions. Again, if 
university students were aware of these statistics, reported from senior students, 
perhaps they would be more receptive to involvement in the Jesuit-inspired 
activities that Boston College has to offer. However, while students from one 
social class are not more likely than others to participate in the Jesuit “education 
of the whole self”, the issue is post-graduate application of knowledge. Students 
from low-income backgrounds, as we have tirelessly discussed, are often not able 
to take advantage of their Jesuit education once graduating. For students, like 
myself, who are not interested in volunteering domestically, due to international 
experiences like Arrupe and study abroad, and wish to participate in international 
programs, funds and loan deferment are not always available. 
Perhaps Boston College could fund a senior award for low-income 
graduating seniors who, through participation in Jesuit-related activities and 
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through their everyday demeanor, have truly lived out the Jesuit ideals of being 
attentive, reflective, and loving. Students could be nominated for this award by 
mentors, teachers, or group leaders during their senior year and could be required 
to write an essay on how their involvement in the Jesuit education has shaped 
them both spiritually and intellectually. Successful candidates will have both 
participated and contributed to the Jesuit community and will use the money to 
“set the world aflame” through the inspiration of the Jesuit ideals. The award 
could be a cash prize that could help fund various volunteer programs such as 
CIEE, World Teach, Language Corps, etc. This will allow students the 
opportunity to apply their Jesuit learning and serve others. While programs like 
Teach for America and the Jesuit Volunteer Corps support students and offer loan 
deferments, the Jesuit Volunteer Corps International is highly competitive.  
Boston College is fostering an “education of the whole person” and 
assuring that their students develop a global awareness during their four years on 
campus. They are instilling in their undergraduates the Jesuit ideals of serving 
others and fostering cultural solidarity. However, there are limited resources for 
low-income students who wish to apply all they have learned in an international 
setting, which seems quite contradictory to their mission. 
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APPENDIX (1) 
SURVEY OUTLINE 
 
(1) Are you currently a Boston College senior in the Class of 2013? (Yes or No) 
 
(2) What is your major? (Drop box: The student can choose more than one). 
 
(3) What is your overall GPA? (Out of a 4.0 scale). 
 
(4) What is your gender? (Male or Female) 
 
(5) What is your father’s occupation? (Write-in Response) 
(6) What is your father’s highest level of education? (High School Degree, 
Associates Degree, Bachelors Degree, Masters Degree, or Doctorate Degree) 
(7) What is your mother’s occupation? (Write-in Response) 
(8) What is your mother’s highest level of education? (High School Degree, 
Associates Degree, Bachelors Degree, Masters Degree, or Doctorate Degree) 
(9) Do either of your parents own their primary home?   
(10) Do either of your parents own a second or third home?  
(11) Which of the following options best reflects your plan for the year following 
graduation? 
 (1) Entering the work force full-time, (2) Continuing schooling, (3) 
Traveling (4) Volunteering (Domestic or International), (4) Working a 
temporary or Part-Time job (5) Working a temporary part-time job (6) 
Military (7) Other (Explain). 
Note: While we are aware that many students may not know exactly what their 
plans are, please choose the option that best reflects the most probable decision 
for the upcoming year. 
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12) What are your motivations for selecting this post-grad option next year? 
Please explain in 4-6 sentences. (Open-Ended Question)  
 
13) How many service or Jesuit faith-based programs (extra-curricular) have you 
participated in while at Boston College (i.e. 4Boston, Arrupe, Appalachia, etc)? 
(0, 1-2, 3-4, 5-6, 7+) 
 
14) On a scale of 1-5, how much influence did your Jesuit education (“men and 
women for others”, “education of the whole self”, “set the world aflame”) have on 
your post-grad decision?  
 
15) Did participation in any service groups/trips/classes impact your future plans? 
If it was a factor… why? (Open-ended question).  
 
16) Would you be interested in being contacted for participation in a focus group 
regarding similar issues discussed in this survey? (Yes or No) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Montalto, 95 
APPENDIX (2) 
 
Focus Group Guide 
 
Research Question: How do college students make sense of their choices upon 
graduating college? 
 
Basic Introductory Questions: 
(1) Name, School, Major, Hometown, Family Life, Things you are involved in on 
campus.*Provide a comfortable atmosphere for participants. This should last no 
longer than 7-8 minutes for a group of 6 students! 
 
Guiding Questions: 
(1) Some say that it is always best to follow your passion when choosing a career; 
how do you feel about this issue? 
(2) Is there anything about the future that worries you? 
(3) Do you believe that your Jesuit education had an impact on your post-grad 
decisions? 
 Retreats, Service Groups or International Trips, Faith Groups, Classes, etc. 
 Halftime: What brings you joy? What are you good at? Is your work 
impactful and useful to society? Does your intended path fulfill these 
criteria? 
(4) Do you believe that others have influenced your decision at all? If so, who? 
(5) How would you best define the word “success”? 
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APPENDIX (3)  
Focus Group Individual Question 
Jessica Montalto, Sociology Honors 
 
Q: On the following lines please reflect upon the following questions: Do you 
believe your family’s socioeconomic background has played a role in your 
post-grad decision-making process? If so, how? If you do not feel comfortable 
responding to this question please feel free to leave it blank. 
 
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX (4) 
 
Criteria for Determining Socio-Economic Background of Respondents 
 
In sociological research it is often quite difficult to determine a 
respondent’s socioeconomic background by simply asking. Many individuals are 
unaware of where they truly fall relative to others and, thus, it is important that 
appropriate information is collected that can help to determine one’s true status. 
For my quantitative research, respondents were asked to provide information 
regarding the occupations and education levels of both of their parents as well as 
whether or not their families owned their primary homes or multiple homes.  
While annual income could definitely provide important insight, many students 
are not aware of how much their family makes each year. Thus, this question was 
omitted. To determine the socio-economic backgrounds of students, I have 
created a point system, which is detailed below.  
 
 
Occupation (Father and Mother):  
1 point: Entry-Level or Unemployed 
2 points: Blue Collar 
3 points: White Collar 
 
Education Level Achieved (Father and Mother):  
1 point: High School 
2 points: Associates Degree 
3 points: Bachelors Degree 
4 points: Masters Degree 
5 points: Doctorate Degree 
 
Home Owning Status: 
1 point: Do not own homes 
2 points: Own their primary home 
3 points: Own more than one home 
 
 Based on the point system, the lowest amount of points would be given to 
a student who reported entry-level positions or unemployment for both parents, 
high school education level for both parents, and that they were not home owners. 
This would amount to a total score of 5. On the other end of the spectrum, the 
highest amount of points would be given to a student who reported white-collar 
positions for both of their parents, a doctorate degree achieved by both parents, 
and that they were owners of multiple homes. This would amount to a total score 
of 19. Thus, the scale falls between 5-19 points.  
  
*For students with two Majors, I used the major that was higher paying to 
determine their ranking.  
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APPENDIX (5)  
 
CHARACTER LIST (In Order of Appearance) 
 
Due to the fact that many students will be quoted throughout the Data Analysis 
section, readers are encouraged to use this character list as a reference, which 
will provide short biographies for each student. Information will include their 
name, as cited in the study (all student names were changed for privacy 
protection), gender, school, major(s), socioeconomic background, and intended 
post-graduate plan. 
 
Matteo: 
Gender: Male 
School: CSOM 
Major: Finance and Accounting  
Socioeconomic Background: Low-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Plan: Investment Banking in NYC 
Notes: Matteo is a first-generation student from Krakow, Poland 
 
Francesca: 
Gender: Female 
School: A&S 
Major: Art  
Socioeconomic Background: High-Income 
Intended Post-Gradate Plan: Volunteer Teacher 
Notes: Francesca is a first-generation student from Nairobi, Kenya 
 
Jessa: 
Gender: Female 
School: A&S 
Major: Political Science 
Socioeconomic Background: High-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Plan: Taking a year off to study for the GRE 
Notes: Jessa is a first-generation student from Seoul, South Korea  
 
Bobby: 
Gender: Male 
School: A&S 
Major: Political Science and Computer Science 
Socioeconomic Background: Low-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Plan: Working for a tech-firm in San Francisco 
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Bathy: 
Gender: Female 
School: A&S 
Major: English 
Socioeconomic Background: Low-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Plan: Working full time in Chicago (TBD) 
 
Christina: 
Gender: Female 
School: A&S 
Major: Environmental Studies 
Socioeconomic Background: Low-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Plan: Attending Tulane University Graduate School  
Notes: Christina will be participating in the Masters International Program at 
Tulane, which allows her the opportunity to receive her graduate degree and work 
in the Peace Corps within a 4 year time frame.  
 
Annie: 
Gender: Female 
School: A&S 
Major: Mathematics 
Socioeconomic Background: Low-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Plan: Conducting lab work for the University of 
California in San Francisco.  
Notes: Her parents are extremely in debt but she could not receive financial aid 
and was forced to take out personal loans from her brother to pay for Boston 
College.  
 
Andrew: 
Gender: Male 
School: A&S 
Major: Biology/ Pre-Med 
Socioeconomic Background: High-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Plan: Traveling 
 
Bryan: 
Gender: Male 
School: CSOM 
Major: Marketing  
Socioeconomic Background: High-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Plan: Entering the Work-Force 
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Alexandra: 
Gender: Female 
School: A&S 
Major: Biology 
Socioeconomic Background: Middle-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Plan: Volunteer teaching in American Samoa. 
Notes: Alexandra is a first generation student from Russia.  
 
Henry:  
Gender: Male 
School: A&S 
Major: English and Hispanic Studies 
Socioeconomic Background: Middle-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Plan: Volunteer teaching in Madrid, Spain. 
 
Dillon: 
Gender: Male 
School: A&S 
Major: Film Studies 
Socioeconomic Background: Middle-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Plan: Working at a summer camp and then undecided. 
 
Wanda:  
Gender: Female 
School: A&S 
Major: Political Science  
Socioeconomic Background: Middle-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Plan: Moving to Washington DC to work on the Hill.  
Notes: Wanda is a first-generation student from Indonesia.  
 
Marie: 
Gender: Female 
School: A&S 
Major: School of Nursing 
Socioeconomic Background: Middle-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Plan: Looking for a nursing position. 
 
Raquel: 
Gender: Female 
School: A&S 
Major: Biology/ Pre-Med 
Socioeconomic Background: Middle-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Plan: Looking for research position while applying to 
Med School.  
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Paul: 
Gender: Male 
School: A&S 
Major: Economics 
Socioeconomic Background: Middle-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Plan: Working for an economic consulting firm in 
Boston. 
 
Charlie: 
Gender: Male 
School: A&S 
Major: English 
Socioeconomic Background: Middle-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Career Plan: PhD program at the University of Texas. 
 
George:  
Gender: Male 
School: A&S 
Major: Political Science 
Socioeconomic Background: Middle-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Career Plan: Attending UVA Law School. 
 
Nina: 
Gender: Female 
School A&S 
Major: Biology 
Socioeconomic Background: Middle-Income 
Intended Post-Graduate Career Plan: Attending Dental School (University TBD)  
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